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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study, which is presented in the context of the “culture 
wars” in the United States and the personal experiences of the researcher, was to 
examine the question: “How do students at a homogeneous, suburban high school 
describe the relationship between their historical understanding, personal 
epistemological beliefs, and their learning experiences?” To investigate this question, 
four more specific questions were studied: What are the epistemological beliefs of 
selected students at this school? How do selected students at this school determine the 
historical significance of events in United States history? What relationship exists 
between student epistemological beliefs and beliefs about historical significance? How 
do student descriptions of their learning experiences relate to their historical 
understanding and epistemological beliefs?
For this qualitative case study, data were gathered from five individual meetings 
with twelve students over the course of one school year and subsequent summer. In 
order to collect data regarding student beliefs about historical significance, personal 
epistemology, and the relationship between these two areas, students completed the 
Measure of Epistemological Reflection, participated in a historical flash card activity, 
and participated in three semi-structured interviews.
Results from these data suggested that students exhibited low epistemological 
levels when considering academic learning, while exhibiting higher epistemological
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levels when considering situations more related to their own interpersonal and 
intrapersonal development. These results were also consistent in student historical 
thinking, as participants exhibited a largely uncritical view of the story of United States 
history and low epistemological levels when considering historical topics that have been 
studied in school. As students were asked about personal or family connections to 
history or historical events that they had experienced themselves, some students 
demonstrated more sophisticated epistemological beliefs.
Analysis of student educational experiences revealed that participants perceived 
a largely positivist orientation to school knowledge. The study then connects these 
findings to relevant theory and research in the fields of personal epistemology, social 
studies education, curriculum design, and Instructional Technology. Directions for 
future research are provided, and the dissertation concludes with a personal statement 
related to the context of this study.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
This descriptive case study seeks to describe the relationship between student 
historical understanding, personal epistemological beliefs, and the educational 
experiences of twelve juniors at a homogeneous, suburban high school. In 
presenting this information, this dissertation is divided into five chapters.
This chapter provides an introduction to the study in the social context of the 
“culture war” that frames debate on the teaching of history in the United States. It 
then includes a short discussion of researcher positionality to provide a personal 
context for the study. A discussion of the potential significance for this study for 
social studies instruction and Instructional Technology concludes the chapter.
The second chapter provides a discussion of the relevant theoretical and 
research literature that underpins this study, specifically in the fields of 
postmodernism, personal epistemology, and historical understanding. The third 
chapter outlines the qualitative research methodology and methods utilized in this 
study. Although specific research questions were posed to launch the study, some 
flexibility was built in to allow the study to evolve in response to participant 
responses. In the fourth chapter, findings on historical understanding and personal 
epistemology are presented, while in the fifth chapter, the findings of the final phase
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of the study are discussed, in which the findings are connected to relevant theory and 
research, and then connected to student learning experiences. The chapter concludes 
with connections to the field of Instructional Technology, directions for future 
research, and a personal statement to bring closure to the personal journey discussed 
in the positionality statement in Chapter 1.
Goals of a Social Studies Education
Within the field of Social Studies education, the sentiment of education as a 
moral undertaking is evident. In the United States, critics from a variety of political 
orientations advocate for a strong social studies background for all students, often 
declaring that failure to do so will result in the collapse of democracy and Western 
Civilization itself. This emphasis on civic education as the cornerstone of a 
democratic society dates back to the earliest days of the republic. Dewey (1916) 
ascribed a moral dimension to a strong understanding of history, that would benefit 
individuals and society as a whole: “The assistance which may be given by history 
to a more intelligent, sympathetic understanding of the social situations of the 
present in which individuals share is a permanent and constructive moral asset” (p. 
255).
This lofty calling continues to guide social studies educators today. The most 
recent definition of social studies from the National Council for Social Studies 
[NCSS] (1994), the predominant professional organization in the field, states “The 
primary purpose of social studies is to help young people develop the ability to make
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informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally 
diverse, democratic society in an interdependent world” (p. vii).
Competing Perspectives
While this calling sounds simple, the question of how to accomplish it is 
firmly embedded in what many refer to as the “culture war” that is being waged for 
the hearts and minds of American students. Conservative scholars and 
commentators have demanded that Western values be reaffirmed as the core of 
school curricula. In their view, these values have been pushed to the side by an 
overemphasis on politically correct multicultural concepts and critical thinking 
strategies which do not provide students with the necessary understanding of the 
conceptual underpinnings of Western culture. Ravitch (1989) laments the lack of 
historical knowledge evident in today’s students, suggesting that current lack of 
historical understanding makes people unable to comprehend contemporary issues 
and think about them wisely. Bloom (1987) describes an assault on American 
majority culture by the social sciences, reflecting a culture obsessed with “openness” 
and an “anything goes” attitude that has resulted in the loss of cultural common 
ground. In this way, a commitment to openness has ironically resulted in a “closing” 
of the American mind. According to Hirsch (1996), the knowledge that has been left 
behind in the push for a more inclusive curriculum reflects a lost opportunity for 
many of the Americans that the addition of multicultural ideas is intended to help. 
Common cultural knowledge is “cultural capital” that is necessary to get ahead in the 
social and economic marketplaces of America, and its loss will result in continued
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frustration for marginalized groups. In perhaps his best-known work, Hirsch (1987), 
in Cultural Literacy, provides a list of the knowledge that “every American needs to 
know,” and a network of schools has formed with a curriculum based on these ideas.
A different view of how to educate citizens for life in a “culturally diverse, 
democratic society in an interdependent world” comes from those who advocate for 
a more inclusive multicultural curriculum. While agreeing that all U.S. citizens 
should have a common core of knowledge, advocates of a more inclusive, 
multicultural education ask: “Who will participate in the formulations of that 
knowledge?” and “Whose interests will it serve?” (Banks, 2002, p. 29). Traditional 
curriculum and its attendant cultural knowledge have been articulated by people in 
positions of power and serve to reinforce those power relationships. In order to 
realize the democratic ideals that embody Western values, students must become 
active in the knowledge construction process and be able to critique its assumptions. 
By helping people view themselves and their cultural assumptions from the 
perspective of other cultures, advocates for multicultural education seek to help 
individuals gain greater self-understanding and provide all students with the “skills, 
attitudes, and knowledge needed to function within their ethnic culture, within the 
mainstream culture, and within and across other ethnic cultures” (pp. 1-2). Another 
general goal of this approach is to recognize the numerous contributions of groups 
who have traditionally been left out of the mainstream curriculum. Instead of being 
perceived as burdens or dependent members of society, marginalized groups will be 
recognized for their accomplishments and will be afforded equal status. In response 
to conservative attacks that a multicultural approach is anti-Western, anti-American,
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or will serve to divide the nation, resulting in loss of cultural common ground, 
advocates of a multicultural education question the assumption that the nation was 
unified in the first place, and suggest that the recognition of the variety of cultures in 
the United States will lead to the empowerment of traditionally marginalized groups 
and the formation of a more truly unified nation.
While a variety of perspectives exist in this culture war, the responsibility for 
citizenship education generally falls to social studies teachers. It is obvious that the 
charge from the NCSS (1994) “to help young people develop the ability to make 
informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally 
diverse, democratic society in an interdependent world” (p. vii) is a complex and 
politically charged task. These conflicting views are probably exemplified best in 
the controversy over the National Standards for United States History that raged 
during the mid-1990s. Besides attempting to articulate the “what” of history, a 
comprehensive effort was made to articulate the “how” and “why” of history, 
suggesting that emphasis was needed on both for a complete history education. The 
standards also directed attention to far more diverse historical actors than are usually 
included in traditional school curricula, including women, African-Americans, 
Latinos, and Native Americans.
The United States Senate, reflecting the conservative viewpoint that the 
Standards represented an “ideologically driven anti-Western monument to politically 
correct caricature” (Nash, Crabtree & Dunn, 1997, p. 234), rejected them by a 99-1 
vote. Ideologues on all sides of the political spectrum resorted to tactics such as 
“name counting” to expose the ideological agenda of the Standards, and to smear
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opposing viewpoints. The Standards even took on a high profile role in national 
elections, perhaps best represented by 1996 Republican presidential candidate Bob 
Dole’s statement that the authors of the Standards were “worse than external 
enemies” (p. 245).
Researcher Positionality
Especially in light of the aforementioned “culture war,” educational 
researchers must take into account the concept of positionality. Positionality refers to 
the privileged position one person holds in relation to another, conferred by socially 
significant factors such as social class, gender, race, and ethnicity. Described by 
some researchers as perhaps the most significant factor influencing learning in the 
classroom environment (hooks, 1994; Maher & Tetreault, 1994), positionality also 
takes on significance for the role of the educational researcher. Opie (2004) suggests 
that researcher positionality is the “most significant factor that influences use and 
choice of methodology and procedures” (p. 18) in educational research, through the 
formulation of their ontological and epistemological assumptions and beliefs about 
human nature and agency.
The origins of this study stem from many of my own experiences, including 
my own educational experiences transitioning from high school to a Big Ten 
University, and then to a high school social studies teacher. These phases of my life 
brought with them intense intellectual, emotional, and spiritual changes that 
complicated my transition into adult life. Out of college, I chose secondary social 
studies teaching as a profession in part to “save” those who came after me in order to
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spare them the upheaval that I experienced. As I continued to engage in personal 
and professional reflection, I saw much of my younger self in my students, as they 
struggled to understand their world and adopt new perspectives that challenged some 
of their fundamental beliefs and assumptions. I began to wonder if this struggle was 
just a part of growing up and becoming a thinking adult, or if it was shaped by our 
educational experiences and the environment in which they occur. What follows is a 
short autobiography to clarify my experiences and bring the broader questions into 
focus.
High School
As a high school student growing up in a predominantly White, upper- 
middle-class suburb of Chicago, I really had no reason to question the quality of my 
education. As a member of my school’s baseball team, I would travel to games at 
other schools in our conference and was usually greeted with a similar response, that 
I was a “spoiled White kid” and must be rich. Our fields were generally nicer than 
those of the other schools we played, and besides the minor discomfort associated 
with being called rich and spoiled, there was a comfort in knowing that we went to a 
good, safe school. My coursework was generally challenging, including my honors- 
level United States History and Government class, and my grades were high enough 
to graduate in the top 10% of my class. My ACT score, when considered with my 
grade point average, would allow me into any state university, and make me 
competitive for many private schools as well. Besides my academic activities, I 
considered myself a committed Christian and was active in my church youth group,
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which infused in me a sense of higher personal purpose and a moral order to the 
world. All of these factors suggested to me that I was a smart, grounded, and fair 
person who was doing all of the right things. I considered my acceptance to the 
University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana a reinforcement of this fact, and looked 
forward to the experience of college and the preparation it would provide for what 
would no doubt be a rewarding career.
Undergraduate Education
Upon enrolling at the University of Illinois, I was unsure of a major, so I 
enrolled in many of my general education requirements. My father was a history 
teacher, so he suggested it might be interesting to take some of my history classes 
first, along with classes that could prepare me for business school or law school. In 
my first two years of college, I found myself more interested in my English, history, 
and political science courses and less interested in business, so I continued to take 
more of the classes that interested me. In these classes, I was exposed to critical 
perspectives that I had never really understood, much less taken seriously. These 
perspectives led me to some disturbing conclusions. First, I was forced to examine 
my own assumptions as never before, considering the fact that the circumstances of 
my life had never required me to do so. I never had to consider that my perspective 
was not “normal” and that many of the assumptions that formed my perspective were 
not universally held. I had also never been forced to consider that many of the 
assumptions that I held contributed to unacknowledged prejudices that limited my 
ability to understand others. Secondly, I was also forced to consider for the first time
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that my position in society conferred upon me a set of unearned privileges that others 
had to struggle to achieve. I had always assumed that my successes were the result 
of my hard work, and that talent and hard work could allow anyone to be successful, 
regardless of their life circumstances. Finally, I was forced to question the inherent 
“goodness” of my country, my gender, my race, and my religion. With this new 
knowledge, and my Christian commitment to “walk the talk” to avoid being a 
hypocrite, I was now required to consciously confront some of my most basic 
assumptions and act to change them if necessary.
During this time, I am fond of saying that I “slaughtered all of my sacred 
cows,” coming to doubt or reject many of my most fundamental assumptions about 
God, country, and the decency of humanity in general. The experience left me with 
profound feelings of White guilt and I became critical of what I considered to be 
White, middle class values, putting me at odds with many friends and family 
members. I chose secondary social studies teaching as a profession as a form of 
social activism, allowing me to “save” those young people that came after me. As I 
became a reflective practitioner and thought back to my own experiences, I began to 
wonder why students from students from “good” high schools like mine could 
emerge with so little perspective on history and society in general.
Social Studies Teacher
As luck would have it, I landed my first social studies teaching position at my 
old high school, and I assumed that I was uniquely qualified to help these students, 
who were so much like me, to understand critical perspectives. My students would
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not have to go through the intellectual trials and tribulations that I did. Armed with 
all of my insights, I got to work. Students in my classes were asked to adopt critical 
perspectives in their studies of World history, United States history, and 
contemporary issues. In general, students could do the work for assignments; they 
could “talk the talk,” but only a handful of students every year would appear to put 
their perspectives through any sort of serious scrutiny. I would occasionally hear 
from former students once they had been to college, letting me know that they had 
encountered some of the same ideas and critical perspectives in college, but overall, 
students would go off into their future, and it was always hard to tell if any of them 
developed the critical consciousness that I had. The challenge became to help my 
students identify and challenge their intellectual assumptions about history and 
society, to allow for more permanent changes in their thinking. I often wondered if 
this was possible. Some colleagues suggested that what I was after was 
developmental in nature and could not be seen in high school students. These 
students were simply too young and inexperienced, and needed more education and 
life experiences in order to “get it.” I felt that to adopt this perspective was to admit 
defeat and was a betrayal of the ideals that encouraged me to take on teaching as a 
profession.
Instead of giving up, I refocused my attention to trying to help students 
understand their own perspectives and how they were constructed. Even if only a 
few students were not developmentally ready to adopt critical perspectives, they 
could become aware of how the communities in which they are a part, large and 
small, influenced their assumptions about the world. In this way, when their higher
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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education and life experiences called their assumptions into question, these students 
would be ready.
Conclusions
I relate this story to consider my own positionality and provide some context 
for the assumptions and perspectives that I bring to this study. When I began my 
doctoral studies in Instructional Technology, I never strayed far from these questions 
that emerged during my fifteen years of teaching. These questions have focused my 
attention on learning and instructional theories that articulate the intellectual journey 
I have experienced for myself and with my students. At the center of this kind of 
learning is a consideration of the nature of knowledge itself, and the educational 
experiences that mediate the knowledge construction process.
Significance of the Study for Social Studies Education
Since the publication of The Structure o f Scientific Revolutions by Kuhn 
(1970), the importance of understanding how communities generate knowledge has 
elicited considerable attention (Seixas, 1993). Questioning the objective view of 
knowledge has serious implications for how curriculum is constructed, how learning 
materials are developed, and how teachers make pedagogical choices. Since the 
1960s, high school students have largely been faced with curricula composed of 
objective truths about history, narrated by authoritative sources, which serve to 
reinforce a primitive epistemological position regarding history. This is a far 
different epistemological dynamic than exists within the historical “community of
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inquiry” where historians regularly debate the methods and tools of the historical 
construction process, understanding that the knowledge constructed by them is 
temporary and grounded. Advocates of critical approaches to history (Apple, 1993; 
Banks, 2002; Giroux, 1988, 1997; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1997; McLaren, 1994) 
advocate for a curriculum where the knowledge construction process is made explicit 
and problematic, in order to provide a more democratic curriculum, multicultural 
understanding and greater civic competence. According to Seixas (1993), one of the 
major obstacles for this kind of curricular transformation is the problem inherent in 
transferring the knowledge construction process from a community of scholars to a 
community of learners who do not share the intellectual dispositions or language of 
the historical community (pp. 309-310). This gap between the scholarly community 
that produces knowledge and the lay community expected to consume it is certainly 
present in other disciplines as well, but the importance for social studies is magnified 
given the implications for a democratic society. History scholars and educators who 
are serious about bringing about curricula and pedagogies to bridge this gap must 
start from a deep understanding of the epistemological orientations and communities 
of the students we intend to teach. The movement from student of history to 
producer of history is essentially an epistemological one. It is a goal of this study to 
provide a description of the historical understanding and personal epistemological 
beliefs of a purposeful sample of students in a homogeneous, suburban community 
and how they are related to their educational experiences. While findings from this 
study cannot be assumed to be widely generalizable to other settings, they can serve 
as a starting point for social studies curriculum designers, writers of historical
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classroom materials, and teachers to construct meaningful learning environments to
facilitate student historical understanding and epistemological growth.
The accompanying cognitive and emotional dimensions about the nature of
this kind of historical learning are also important to consider. White people have
generally been considered to be oppressors in the critical view of history, so putting
them into a situation where they need to consider how they can be positive
participants in a culturally diverse, democratic society carries with it some
intellectual barriers and emotional risks. According to Howard (1993):
Too many segments of our White American population remain committed to 
their position of dominance; they are willing to defend and legitimize it, even 
in the face of overwhelming evidence that our world is rapidly changing. 
Taken as a whole, these realities strongly suggest that a peaceful transition to 
a new kind of America, in which no ethnic or cultural group is in a dominant 
position, will require considerable change in education and deep 
psychological shifts for many White Americans, (p. 36)
Research suggests that multicultural understanding is a cognitively complex view
(Guthrie, King & Palmer, 2000; King & Shuford, 1996; Taylor, 1990) and that
unquestioned assumptions about racial identity and White privilege (Omowale,
1999; Macintosh, 1988) create epistemological roadblocks to the understanding and
appreciation of multiple perspectives that must be understood and overcome. As
epistemology is an important component of critical thinking, the results of this study
could inform efforts to improve higher-level thinking and multicultural awareness
for White students. The affective dimensions of intellectual development must also
be considered. Epistemological growth carries with it the need to manage the
emotional responses of students who find their most basic notions of truth and
assumptions about society questioned (Fried, 1993; Kroll, 1992). By illuminating
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the personal and social aspects of epistemological growth in the high school 
environment, curriculum, materials, and instructional strategies can be designed and 
employed that support student “hearts as well as minds” (Kroll, 1992, p. 13).
Significance of the Study for Instructional Technology
In his essay “Questioning the Questions of Instructional Technology 
Research,” Reeves (1995) makes the case that research in Instructional Technology 
must be socially relevant. Relevant research in education adheres to established 
research principles and “addresses problems that detract from the quality of life for 
individuals and groups in society, especially those problems related to learning and 
human development” (“Is Instructional Technology Research Socially Relevant?”). 
Further, Reeves suggests that Instructional Technology research is not inherently 
socially relevant, especially research that seeks to understand “how” education 
works, as if it were governed by natural laws that could be uncovered by applying 
the scientific method. Research in Instructional Technology, in order to be socially 
relevant, should seek to make education better in some way, which might then lead 
to a greater understanding of how it works. This emphasis on making education 
better is reflected throughout the literature of the field, encouraging reflection on the 
field’s philosophical underpinnings. Koetting (1996) framed education as a “moral 
undertaking” (p. 1138), as any sort of educational process conveys a set of cultural 
assumptions, values, and knowledge that reflect beliefs about the essential 
philosophical questions of our time.
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Education is also a political endeavor, as the transmission of these cultural 
ideas can serve to promote existing structures of oppression or, if presented 
critically, give students the ability to question them and promote liberation (Koetting, 
1994). By setting up education as an essential tool of democracy, this line of thinking 
suggests research that seeks to improve the educational process is itself a moral 
undertaking of significant social consequence, and worthy of in-depth study. I 
intend for this study to be socially relevant through its attention to the philosophical 
nature of learning. Although all academic disciplines can be said to influence 
students ideologically, the study of history in particular directly transmits the set of 
cultural assumptions, values, and knowledge explained by Koetting.
This study will seek to understand the historical understanding and 
epistemological assumptions of a specific group of learners and try to explain how 
their educational experiences are related to their development. These findings have 
significance for Instructional Technology, which is dedicated to the “theory and 
practice of design, development, utilization, management and evaluation of 
processes and resources for learning” (Seels & Richey, 1994, p. 1). Perhaps the most 
profound impact will be within the domain of design. Traditional instructional 
design models treat content as benign or generic, a series of messages to be conveyed 
to a group of learners. The findings of this study will inform the design process for 
situations when part of the goal of learning is for the learners to critically examine 
their own cultural beliefs and assumptions, as well as the content being taught. In 
cases like this, the learning process is strongly influenced by epistemological beliefs 
about the nature of knowledge and the purposes of learning experiences. Seels and
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Richey (1994) acknowledge a trend in instructional design toward “contextualization 
of content which is evident in the situated and anchored learning research” (p. 34) 
which could contribute to the development of alternative design models, suggesting 
the need for growth in this area.
Within the field of Instructional Technology, systematic, mechanical models 
of Instructional Design predominate. In their “Manifesto for Instructional 
Technology,” Dwight and Garrison (2003) challenge the metaphysics and theoretical 
underpinnings of traditional curriculum theory and instructional design, as they 
follow a “straight-line instrumentalism” (p. 703) which relegates the learner to the 
undemocratic position of passive receiver of knowledge. This primitive 
epistemology is then lamented by college professors as high school students enter 
college and by employers when students enter the job market. It is possible that 
traditional curriculum design models, such as described by Tyler (2003), or 
traditional instructional design models, with their emphasis on fixed learning 
objectives, could actually divert student attention from achieving worthwhile 
learning goals toward “avoiding the punishments or obtaining the rewards associated 
with the external goal” (Dwight & Garrision, 2003, p. 704). This is particularly 
important within history, a field that requires epistemologically complex tasks and is 
so central to citizenship education within a democratic society. Thus, the results of 
this study will inform the work of instructional technologists, instructional designers, 
and social studies educators as to how adolescents construct knowledge and how 
these constructions are related to their learning experiences.
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CHAPTER 2
BACKGROUND AND RELATED LITERATURE
In this chapter, the background literature for this study is reviewed. This 
discussion of the literature is divided into three parts. In the first part, a brief 
overview of postmodernism and constructivist learning theories are provided as a 
theoretical foundation for this study. In the second part, current conceptions of 
historical understanding are reviewed, especially the line of research concerned with 
student conceptions of historical significance. In the third part, the broad spectrum 
of epistemological models are reviewed and research into personal epistemological 
beliefs is presented, ending with a focus on the Epistemological Reflection Model 
developed by Baxter Magolda (1992).
Postmodernism
The term “postmodern” was introduced by Lyotard (1979) in La Condition 
Postmoderne. Postmodernism is not chosen as an orientation, but instead describes 
the conditions of the world as it exists. The term itself suggests that it somehow 
follows or is an extension of “modernity,” which is characterized by the belief that 
progress is inevitable through the rational application of science and technology.
The onset of the modernist orientation was brought on by the establishment of
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
18
Reason as the philosophical basis of most Western thought through such events as 
the invention of the printing press, the Scientific Revolution, and the Enlightenment 
of the Eighteenth Century. The modernist outlook embodied an objectivist 
epistemology; objective truth was attainable through the use of Reason and social 
progress was inevitable through the application of science and technology. 
Postmodern thinkers are generally skeptical of the modernist outlook, and seek to 
understand the postmodern condition on its own terms. The combination of 
advanced technology and the evolution of advanced stages of capitalism during the 
Twentieth Century has resulted in new views of knowledge, defined by what Lyotard 
(1984) calls “incredulity toward metanarratives” (p. xxiv). In the postmodern world, 
knowledge is an important commodity, and is increasingly defined by technological 
and market forces rather than traditional Western epistemology (Fox, 1991;
Goldman, 1999; Lyotard, 1984).
Within this context, the critical concern about the relationship between 
knowledge and power has risen to prominence (Foucault, 1972, 1980). Some critical 
theorists suggest that the divorce of knowledge from traditional epistemologies 
marks an opportunity for oppressed groups to legitimize their cultural knowledge 
(Giroux, 1988, 1997; McLaren, 1994; Steinberg, 1995), while others suggest that the 
postmodern commoditization of knowledge could result in loss of the loss of 
philosophical grounds for self-critique (Fox, 1991).
The postmodern condition presents significant challenges for educators. 
Within the field of Instructional Technology, efforts have been made to define 
postmodernism to promote theory building and research in the field. Yeaman,
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Hlynka, Anderson, Damarin and Muffoletto (1996) characterize postmodernism as 
“(1) a belief in plurality, (2) a critical questioning of the benefits of technology, and 
(3) a questioning of ‘progress’ as always inevitable, leading to a claim that 
‘technological progress’ may not be progress at all when measured by other 
yardsticks” (p. 255). Postmodernism will serve as an important construct for this 
study on two fronts. First, Solomon (2000) explored how postmodernism has 
emerged as both a general social condition and as an intellectual movement, and 
these frameworks are useful for understanding the world that social studies education 
must prepare students for. Being a citizen in the rapidly changing, interconnected 
world defined by the postmodern condition requires people to be able to comprehend 
knowledge in its new forms and learn and work in ways that require a critical view 
of how it is constructed. Also, in our technologically-driven society, knowledge is a 
valuable commodity and postmodern thinkers question the power structures that 
provide or limit access, influence knowledge construction, and transmit cultural 
assumptions. These concerns also suggest that this study will meet the criteria for 
social relevance described by Reeves (1995). On a second front, understanding the 
postmodern condition in educational settings suggests the use of certain research 
methodologies that will be discussed in Chapter 3.
Constructivism
The field of Instructional Technology has reflected this concern with the 
postmodern condition and its attendant views of knowledge with the rise to 
prominence of constructivism. It has been a challenge to arrive at a unified
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definition of constructivism, as it has been used as an umbrella term for a wide 
variety of ideas about learning and instruction. According to Duffy and Cunningham 
(1996), however, two major assumptions emerge that define learning and instruction. 
First, learning is an active act of knowledge construction, rather than a passive act of 
acquisition. Second, instruction is a process of supporting the knowledge 
construction process in learners. Driscoll (2005) concurs, suggesting that a main 
constructivist assumption is that “knowledge is constructed by learners as they 
attempt to make sense of their experiences” (p. 387). On this level, it may be 
difficult to distinguish constructivism as a learning theory from cognitive learning 
theory. Cognitive learning theory also suggests construction of knowledge within 
the mind of the learner, but where these theories appear to diverge is at an 
ontological level. According to Driscoll (2005), some constructivists suggest that 
“knowledge constructions do not necessarily bear any correspondence to external 
reality” (p. 388). This ontological challenge comprises what von Glaserfeld (1984) 
labeled “radical constructivism.” Within this radical viewpoint, the notion of 
validity or objective truth is replaced with the notion of viability. Fleury (1998) 
claims that Western educators have done little with this challenge, and espouse 
“constructivism” while continuing to design curriculum around objectivist 
assumptions.
The objectivist view of knowledge is the foundation of the modernist 
outlook, and has been the subject of critique by postmodern researchers, who adopt a 
more radical constructivist orientation. While some critics contend that the radical 
constructivist orientation leads to hopeless subjectivity and relativism, postmodern
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
21
thinkers suggest the dynamics that have brought about the postmodern condition -  an 
increase in global interconnectedness through technology and the emergence of a 
knowledge-driven, global economy -  have created the need for people to be able to 
understand the knowledge construction process. Only by understanding one’s own 
construction process, and those of others, will people be able to navigate the variety 
of meanings and be able to communicate effectively.
Conceptions of Historical Understanding
Wineburg (2001) describes historical thinking as an “unnatural act.” In order 
to truly understand the past, people need to understand its own logic and on its own 
terms, without imposing the logic and perspective of the present upon it. By doing 
this, we are then able to recognize the logic and perspective of the present, which 
allows ourselves to make appropriate connections between past and present, derive 
appropriate lessons for present conduct, and “spur us to reconsider how we see 
ourselves as human beings” (p. 6). According to Wineburg, however, this 
conception of historical understanding is contrary to how we normally think. In 
order to make sense of our own lives and the situation in which we live, we seek 
familiarity in the past -  we look for the origins of how we see ourselves and the 
meanings we have imposed on our world. While seeking meaning in the past is 
natural, the way we go about it often prevents us from truly doing so.
During the “cognitive revolution” of the 1970s and 1980s, while considerable 
work was being done to understand how students understand science and other 
academic disciplines, very little work was done in defining or exploring historical
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understanding (Wineburg, 2001). Research in this field was expanded during the 
1990s, and multiple interpretations of what constitutes “historical understanding” 
still exist. As a result, several lines of research have emerged, including work on the 
epistemological problems with reading historical texts (Bohan & Davis, 1998; 
Wineburg 1991a, 1991b), interpretation of the historical perspective of Hollywood 
films (Seixas, 1994a), and how students use their knowledge of history when 
interpreting current events (Mosberg, 2002).
Within the body of research on historical understanding, a strong body of 
theory and research about student conceptions of historical significance have 
emerged. Seixas (1996) identifies historical significance as one of the six elements 
in the structure of the discipline of history, one of the six “epistemological 
minefields” confronted by novice and expert historical thinkers alike (p. 778). At the 
most basic level, deeming an event, an idea, or a person historically significant is to 
“say that it is worthy of historical study” (Seixas, 1994b, p. 281). Since the study of 
all human endeavors is impossible, significance becomes the “valuing criterion 
through which the historian assesses which pieces of the entire possible corpus of the 
past can fit together into a meaningful and coherent story that is worthwhile” (p.
281). Epstein (1998) puts historical significance at the center of a person’s historical 
perspective, as it is influenced by the “assumptions, knowledge, and values that 
shape historians’ and others’ judgments about the meaning and significance of 
historical actors, events, institutions, and processes” (p. 398). Vansledright (1998) 
agrees that the process of assigning historical significance poses serious 
epistemological challenges for novice and expert historical thinkers. Since people
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are never able to truly stand above all of their cultural assumptions and assume a 
“God’s eye” view of history, all people are forced to rely on the accounts of others to 
assign significance (p. 9). This perspective is evident in the work of historians, 
producers of popular culture, teachers, and students, and is shaped by the goals or 
agendas of those people. The negotiation of these goals and agendas helps constitute 
our society’s “symbolic order” (Olneck, 1993). Until recently, traditional “grand 
stories” of history have implicitly suggested that the actions of White men have held 
the greatest significance. Over the last thirty years the field of history has become 
more inclusive by questioning these modernist “grand narratives” and providing 
more academic space for the study of women, ethnic minorities, workers, and the 
poor. Thus, the political nature of historical significance, and its place in the larger 
“culture wars,” has become more pronounced (Seixas, 1997). According to Barton 
and Levstik (1998), ideas about historical significance are disseminated through 
many avenues of culture, but schooling is special in that it is a place where an 
“overarching national history is explicitly introduced” and therefore becomes the 
battleground “where contending forces in the culture try to influence what history 
will be publicly commemorated” (p. 479). Vansledright (1998) suggests that history 
teachers are uniquely positioned to help students understand their historical 
positionalities, which are the “building blocks of changes and advances in historical 
thinking” (p. 14). This provides schools with perhaps the greatest opportunity to 
help students develop their historical understanding.
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With increased interest in constructivism and critical perspectives in
education and Instructional Technology, student constructions of historical
significance have become an interest for researchers. As “consumers” of history,
people structure historical knowledge as we “attend to the ubiquitous historical
allusions in contemporary culture, from school texts to television ads, as we
construct a sense of our lives in historical time” (Seixas, 1994b, p. 282). According
to Seixas (1997), students come to their history classes:
With their own frameworks of historical understanding, gleaned from family 
stories, historical films, television-fiction commemorations, and last and 
probably not least, their earlier school history experiences. Students do not 
swallow whole what this year’s teachers and textbooks tell them is 
historically significant. Rather, they filter and sift and remember and forget, 
adding to, modifying, and reconstructing their frameworks of understanding, 
through their own unarticulated values, ideas, and dispositions. The outcome 
of this process may be seen as expressions of their own frameworks of 
historical significance, (p. 22)
For example, in his study of eleventh grade students at an urban, multiethnic
Canadian high school, Seixas (1993) found that student frameworks about historical
significance were heavily influenced by personal and family life experiences that
related to their ethnic identities and immigrant status. Barton (1995), in his study of
elementary students, found that the most consistent source of important historical
knowledge was relatives and other community influences. The frameworks that
students developed, and their overall understanding of history, were more the result
of these influences than what students learned in school. Therefore, research with
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younger students should focus more on the cultural context in which historical 
understanding develops than on school curricula and the nature of history itself.
Research with older students suggests a change in constructions of historical 
significance. Barton and Levstik (1998) found in their study of fifth through eighth 
grade students at an American middle school that student conceptions of historical 
significance were largely shaped by “grand stories” of history, ones that provided 
explanation and ratification of how things are in the present. Students were prone to 
focus on events that demonstrated American exceptionalism, progress, and moral 
superiority. Events that conflicted with this “official” story were deemed less 
significant and were explained as the work of aberrant “bad people” and were not the 
norm. This study concluded that these students’ self-identities were tied into these 
perceptions of American identity and prevented students from understanding events 
in their complexity.
In her study comparing conceptions of historical significance between White 
and Black students in one teacher’s eleventh grade class, Epstein (1998) found that 
these adolescents held different assumptions about American history and differed in 
what made for a trustworthy historical account. White students in this study held 
many of the same general assumptions about American history as the students in 
Barton and Levstik’s (1998) study, and derived most of their ideas from traditional 
historical authorities, such as textbooks and teachers, finding little conflict between 
the history discussed in these sources and what was discussed in their homes. Black 
students, on the other hand, thought about many of the same assumptions differently 
and were suspicious of traditional sources of historical knowledge, considering these
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sources to relate the “White man’s history” and instead trusted the accounts of family 
members, television documentaries, and movies as more authoritative sources. For 
example, while White students considered the Civil Rights movement a significant 
event in United States history, it was detached from White oppression, and racist acts 
were generally the work of racist individuals and not systemic problems. The notion 
that White people and White-controlled governments engaged in institutionalized 
racism did little to challenge their basic assumption that the United States, through 
the Bill of Rights, has established equal rights and provided a “level playing field” 
for its citizens. White students cited traditional historical authorities for these ideas, 
while none of the White students reported talking about the Civil Rights movement 
at home with their families. Black students, on the other hand, saw the struggle 
against a White-dominated society as a central theme in United States history, and 
point out the inconsistencies between the language of the Bill of Rights and 
institutionalized racism throughout history and contemporary society. In fact, while 
White students frequently used “we” and “our” to discuss rights and freedoms, Black 
students discussed them in the third person. Black students related the need to 
discuss the Civil Rights movement with family members and seek out relevant media 
to fill in the gaps of the “White man’s history” presented by traditional historical 
authorities.
Wineburg (2001) suggests the need for students to systematically consider 
their historical positionalities in order to develop “mature” historical understanding 
(p. 24). While considerable theory has been developed that emphasizes the need to 
understand the social context of learning and its attendant knowledge construction
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Wineburg adds a historical dimension to this dynamic. By reflecting on one’s 
temporal position, a person can then identify his or her historical frame of reference 
and utilize the previously implicit assumptions about historical significance and 
epistemology requisite for a mature historical understanding. Takacs (2002, 2003) 
suggests that positionality directly influences epistemological beliefs, and that 
emphasis on understanding these relationships is essential for higher-level academic 
work and a more just society.
Personal Epistemology
Hofer and Pintrich (1997) define epistemology as “an area of philosophy 
concerned with the nature and justification of human knowledge” (p. 88). Kohl 
(1992) suggests that epistemology dates back to Plato’s responses to the Greek 
Sophists, who asked the questions “What is knowledge? How is knowledge justified 
and how is certainty possible? What is the relationship between knowledge and 
belief? What knowledge comes from the senses and what comes from reason?” (p. 
62). Psychological study of the formation of personal epistemological beliefs was 
initiated by longitudinal studies of college students conducted by Perry (1970).
Perry came to the conclusion that this form of intellectual development occurred in a 
logical, cognitive sequence and created a scheme and accompanying validation 
instruments. The result of this work was the identification of epistemological 
positions that serve to explain the intellectual development of students in college. 
Since that time, a body of research has emerged that addresses the construct of
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epistemological development differently but essentially builds on Perry’s work and 
describes a developmental sequence. Theory and research utilizing a variety of 
models will inform this study, but the specific construct that will be utilized is 
described in this section.
The Epistemological Reflection Model
Building off of Perry’s work, one group of researchers has tried to understand 
how students interpret their educational experiences (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 89). 
One of the critiques of Perry’s initial work was his virtually all-male sample.
Building off of his epistemological positions, Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and 
Tarule (1986) sought to test Perry’s epistemological positions with women and 
developed what they referred to as women’s “ways of knowing.” Baxter Magolda 
(1992) investigated gender-related similarities and differences within Perry’s 
positions. Using open-ended interviews in order to allow students to talk about their 
educational experiences, she identified assumptions that students held about learning 
and grouped them into four ways of knowing and articulated how they might 
progress from one to the next. These categories are characterized by a set of 
“epistemic assumptions” that result in different expectations of learners, peers, and 
instructors in educational settings, as well as “an understanding of how learning 
should be evaluated and how educational decisions are made” (p. 29). The 
Epistemological Reflection Model is presented in Appendix C.
Baxter Magolda (2001) sees her work, as well as the work of Perry (1970) 
and Belenky et al. (1986), as emerging from a constructivist orientation and studied
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from a naturalistic approach. She recommends that researchers of student
intellectual development utilize the same frameworks, and has concluded,
“epistemological development is best understood as a complex, multilayered
phenomenon that is bound to context” (p. 524). Following the assumptions of her
constructivist orientation, her work is:
Based on the assumption that reality is multiple and dynamic, that to know it 
adequately requires interaction of the knower and the known, and that 
understanding a phenomenon (in this case, students’ development) requires 
understanding the context in which it occurs, (p. 524)
Baxter Magolda’s longitudinal study resulted in the construction and
validation of the Measure of Epistemological Reflection (MER). Later, she proposed
a constructivist interpretation process for the MER, not to arrive at a “final, correct
interpretation of students’ epistemological development. Rather it is an attempt to
guide the process of making reasonable choices about interpretation that can be
introduced into dialogue for further exploration” (Baxter Magolda, 2001, p. 526). In
order to move away from the positivist notion of internal validity, which would be
inconsistent with a constructivist orientation, Baxter Magolda seeks to utilize
constructivist criteria for goodness, including attention to credibility, confirmability
and transferability. She asserts that this is the best fit for interpreting the MER if one
assumes that “students’ epistemological development is socially constructed in the
context of their particular experience” (p. 530).
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The Personal Epistemological Beliefs of Secondary Students
While the Model of Epistemological Reflection grounded this study, Baxter 
Magolda (2001) acknowledges the limitations of her model and suggests familiarity 
with other epistemological models in order to offer insight into understanding 
student epistemological beliefs. Therefore, in this section, I will review studies 
utilizing other epistemological models to consider a wide range of findings of 
research done with secondary students. Most epistemological models have been 
developed through longitudinal studies with students as they progress through 
college and into early adulthood (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Belenky, et ah, 1986; King 
& Kitchener, 1994; Perry, 1970). Only a small body of work has been conducted 
with secondary students, and Chandler, Hallett and Sokol (2002) suggest that 
research is needed to clearly establish that adolescents in fact possess epistemic 
abilities and are not merely relegated to the bottom of any epistemological scheme. 
The relative lack of epistemological progress documented by this work may in fact 
be a result of an endless list of “possible mitigating factors that might intrude in ways 
that could prevent the typical adolescent from showcasing their best understanding of 
such heady epistemological matters” (p. 152).
Hofer and Pintrich (1997) provide an extensive review of the varied 
epistemological models and research strands that have emerged as the result of 
Perry’s work. One strand has focused on how people interpret their educational 
experiences (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Belenky, et al., 1986; Perry, 1970). A second 
has tried to understand the role of epistemological assumptions in thinking and
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reasoning processes (King & Kitchener, 1994; Kuhn, 1991). Finally, a third strand 
has suggested a multidimensional model of personal epistemology and suggested 
that the dimensions may develop more or less independently of each other 
(Schommer, 1990). Work in each of these strands has been conducted with 
secondary students, although these models and their subsequent use in research have 
largely focused on epistemological development during the college years.
Utilizing the Perry scheme as a model, Gallagher (1998) reported that a 
consistent body of research has suggested that average high school students are in 
Perry’s dualism or multiplicity stages, while gifted adolescents are generally one 
stage higher (Griffith, 1985; Kloss, 1994). Gallagher, Herrmann, and Friberg (1996) 
found that gifted students were likely to begin high school in multiplicity, and reach 
contextual relativism or dialectics by the senior year. More research has been 
completed with high school students using models focused on the role of 
epistemological assumptions in thinking and reasoning. King and Kitchener (1994) 
conducted a ten-year longitudinal study utilizing 20 academically talented high 
school juniors, 40 college juniors, and 20 third-year doctoral students, and found that 
high school students showed the greatest degree of epistemological growth over the 
span of the study. They speculated that this growth can be explained by “being in an 
educational environment, to maturation, or both” (p. 136). While too few of the 
participants in this study did not attend college to draw firm conclusions, the students 
who went on to finish their undergraduate education showed significantly more 
change in their scores than those who only achieved a high school diploma. While 
King and Kitchener (1994) conclude that a college education provides the strongest
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impetus for intellectual development, Kuhn (1991) suggests that this growth is 
possible in high school. Kuhn, Amsel, and O’Loughlin (1988) found that students 
between sixth and ninth grade showed evidence of separating their own 
epistemological beliefs from the evidence necessary to justify their views on 
scientific problems. Evidence of this separation was followed by no further 
development between ninth grade and the college graduation, however, which led the 
researchers to conclude that further schooling did not encourage this growth. Kuhn 
(1991) also suggests that home situations and school environments make a difference 
in how individuals reason about complex social issues. In a study comparing ninth 
graders from high socioeconomic levels in a college prep private school with ninth 
graders from an inner-city parochial school where most students will not attend 
college, students from the wealthier school showed significantly higher 
epistemological levels.
The greatest number of epistemological studies done with high school 
students have been done by Schommer (Schommer, 1990, 1993; Schommer, Calvert, 
Gariglietti, & Bajaj, 1997, Schommer & Dunnell, 1994; Schommer & Dunnell, 
1997). Schommer’s model includes four more or less independent dimensions of 
epistemological belief, including the degree to which knowledge is certain, 
knowledge is simple, learning ability is fixed, and learning can be done quickly.
Schommer (1993) initiated a cross-sectional developmental study of high 
school students and tentatively determined that epistemological beliefs developed 
throughout the high school years. Student beliefs in simple knowledge, certain 
knowledge, and quick learning decreased from freshmen to seniors, and students
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
33
who believed less in quick learning were also shown to have higher grade point 
averages. Because this was a cross-sectional study, Schommer was hesitant to 
strongly conclude that development takes place over the four years, as other 
explanations are possible, such as the possibility that students with the lowest scores 
could leave school. Schommer, Calvert, Gariglietti and Bajaj (1997) later conducted 
a longitudinal study of a group of students through the high school years, and found 
that the students did in fact show development in all four epistemological beliefs, 
and reinforced the finding that the less students believed in quick learning, the higher 
the grade point average they earned.
Schommer and Dunnell (1994) conducted a study comparing the 
epistemological levels of gifted and non-gifted high school students. Gifted students 
began to differ significantly from non-gifted students in their beliefs about simple 
knowledge during the last two years of high school, although there was not much 
change during the first two years. The study found similar results in beliefs about 
quick learning, as the gifted students changed during their high school years, while 
the non-gifted students did not. Most intriguing to the researchers, however, was the 
result that beliefs about the certainty of knowledge did not change significantly for 
either group. These results led the researchers to believe that the dimensions of 
student epistemological belief systems are more or less independent, and that 
significant changes in epistemological beliefs are possible during the high school 
years. Schommer and Dunnell (1994) speculated that consistent beliefs about the 
certainty of knowledge could be attributed to the lack of learning experiences that 
suggest the evolving nature of knowledge for any of the students. In a follow-up
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study, Schommer and Dunnell (1997) studied 69 gifted high school students to 
determine the relationship between epistemological beliefs and problem solving and 
academic performance. Students were given an epistemological questionnaire and 
prompted to respond to two “Dear Abby” letters; one letter dealt with prison 
recidivism and one with a student who was not achieving in school. Results of the 
study indicated that gifted students varied in their epistemological beliefs; students 
who believed in the certainty of knowledge tended to provide simple answers for the 
problems articulated in the epistemologically oriented “Dear Abby” letter and 
offered few suggestions for how to improve the situation. Student epistemological 
beliefs could not be correlated with responses to the recidivism problem.
Radigan (2003) sought to extend Schommer’s work into the high school 
classroom to identify evidence of student epistemological beliefs in classroom 
discourse and understand the conditions that brought them into view. Seeking both 
explicit and tacit expressions of epistemological beliefs, this study analyzed the 
sources of epistemological beliefs, the roles of well-structured and ill-structured 
problems, the catalysts of epistemological sequences, and the role of classroom 
ecologies and various pedagogies in promoting epistemological sequences. In 
situations where students offered justification for a knowledge claim, often offering 
the source of that knowledge was sufficient to support claims of knowing. Well- 
structured and ill-structured problems offered different opportunities to observe 
epistemological sequences, with ill-structured problems often prompting students to 
fuse moral and epistemological beliefs. Catalysts for epistemological sequences were 
often not those considered the strongest students, but instead were risk-takers:
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students who were not afraid to argue a position that was counter to others in the 
class or the teacher. The ecology of the classroom was also shown to promote or 
impede epistemological sequences, as evidenced by the ways that knowledge was 
presented to students and the extent to which the classroom atmosphere was inquiry- 
based and open to full participation by students.
Boyes and Chandler (1992) describe a series of epistemic substages that mark 
the transition from Piaget’s concrete operations to the formal operations stage. The 
researchers noted epistemological changes occurring during the transitional process 
of adolescent development, as adolescents become aware of the uncertainty of 
knowledge. Only the adolescents that progress well into the formal operations stage, 
however, are able to become aware of the uncertainty of knowledge. While other 
models (King & Kitchener, 1994; Perry, 1970) suggest that students enter college 
maintaining a dualistic view of knowledge, Boyes and Chandler (1992) suggest that 
students may have moved beyond these positions in the middle school years and that 
the movement observed during the college could actually be a second pass through 
these positions.
Conclusion
In this chapter, postmodernism and constructivist learning theory were 
reviewed, as well as the broad conceptions of historical understanding and personal 
epistemological beliefs in an attempt to focus on models most relevant for this study. 
While the concepts of historical understanding and personal epistemology overlap, 
little research has been done that studies their relationship. The emerging interest
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within the field of Instructional Technology on postmodernism and constructivism 
suggests that understanding the knowledge construction process of learners holds 
great significance. Research that illuminates student knowledge constructions would 
be socially relevant, especially within the context of the “culture wars” that continue 
to frame the debate about the role of history education in the United States.
The review of research into personal epistemological beliefs revealed that 
while much of the earliest research and theory building has been done with college 
students, recent scholarship has started to include more adolescents. This research 
still suggests a variety of ideas about where students fall on epistemological scales, 
and calls for efforts to consider how to discern an adolescent’s views of “heady 
epistemological matters” in the midst of the complex psychology of the typical 
adolescent (Chandler, Hallett & Sokol, 2002). While little research has been done 
with adolescents using Baxter Magolda’s Epistemological Reflection Model, this 
review of studies utilizing other models provides the broad philosophical grounding 
necessary for a constructivist interpretation of the Measure of Epistemological 
Reflection (Baxter Magolda, 2001). At the heart of current scholarship into 
historical significance and the Epistemological Reflection Model is the need to focus 
on the role of context and the environment in which a student constructs knowledge. 
Within the research presented on historical significance, the researchers have been 
careful to situate their studies within a certain school and many have sought to 
investigate the influences of individuals or communities outside of the school.
Baxter Magolda’s conception of epistemological beliefs and approach to research
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reflect the situated nature of this kind of learning, and this study can contribute to the 
literature in personal epistemology and historical significance.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH FRAMEWORKS AND METHODS
This study utilizes a postmodern framework and qualitative research methods 
to explore student historical understanding, personal epistemological beliefs, and 
how they might be related to high school educational experiences. This chapter is 
divided into several parts. In the first part, the postmodern framework for this study 
is discussed, including the role of postmodernism within the field of Instructional 
Technology, how the postmodern condition creates concerns about knowledge and 
knowledge construction, as well as how it suggests the use of the qualitative research 
paradigm and qualitative case study methods to address these concerns.
In the second part of the chapter, the details of how the study unfolded are 
outlined. This section includes discussion of the research setting and participants, 
the role of the researcher, data collection, and analysis procedures. Throughout this 
section, these methods are discussed in terms of their connections to the conduct of 
sound qualitative research.
Postmodern Framework
A brief overview of postmodernism in general was provided in Chapter 2, 
and in this section the role of postmodernism within the field of Instructional
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Technology is discussed. Postmodernism has been established as a major 
ideological force within Instructional Technology throughout the recent foundational 
literature of the field, although Hlynka (2004) suggests that its development has been 
“haphazard” and that postmodern educational technology “remains on the margins” 
(p. 245). In the 1994 definition of the field, Seels and Richey (1994) include a 
discussion of “post-modern” philosophy as an “alternative philosophy” holding 
promise for improving research and practice through the rigorous examination of the 
foundational beliefs and values of the field (pp. 90-91). Chapters in the two editions 
of the Handbook o f Research on Educational Communications and Technology 
(Yeaman, et ah, 1996; Hlynka, 2004) and a collection of articles in Educational 
Technology (Hlynka, 1991) and Educational Technology Research and Development 
(Solomon, 2000, 2002; Voithofer & Foley, 2002) explore the possibilities for 
postmodern thought within the field, yet acknowledge the challenge in establishing a 
working definition. Hlynka (1991) explained postmodernism as “a way of thinking 
which celebrates the multiple, the temporal, and the complex over the modem search 
for the universal, the stable, and the simple” (p. 28).
While traditional research in Instructional Technology has emerged from the 
scientific perspective of the behavioral sciences, postmodern perspectives in the field 
question if empirical views of knowledge and scientific methodologies adequately 
capture the complexities of learning dynamics and pose the possibility that such 
views impose a cookie-cutter, “one size fits all” mindset on solving educational 
problems. Postmodern perspectives in social science research reject the desire to be 
neutral during inquiry and suggest that all research is interpretive and “guided by a
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set of beliefs about the world and how it should be understood and studied” (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 1994, p. 13). Researchers from a critical perspective suggest that 
traditional social science research has constructed knowledge and employed research 
methodologies that have marginalized and oppressed many of the people being 
studied, making them a “passive object of inquiry” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p.
4). Working from these assumptions, postmodern researchers have sought to 
conduct research that acknowledges power relationships in research and gives a 
voice to research participants, resulting in research questions and data collection and 
analysis methodologies that allow participants to “tell their own story,” instead of 
having the “stories” of others imposed upon them. Postmodern researchers are 
generally skeptical about the deliberate operationalizing of methodology, as it serves 
to impose ideological biases and “cast too narrow a net of inquiry” that can limit a 
researcher’s understanding of a cultural context (Voithofer & Foley, 2001, p. 7). The 
assumptions of qualitative research allow for a flexible approach to research design; 
they allow for research questions to “evolve as the study does, because the researcher 
wants to know ‘what is happening’ and may not want to bias the study by focusing 
the investigation too narrowly” (Savenye & Robinson, 2004, p. 1046). While 
Hlynka (2004) suggests that it is “problematic to find methodological texts that guide 
the novice researcher into the difficult realm of the postmodern” (p. 244), the 
qualitative research literature has provided useful ideas for designing and conducting 
this study.
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In the 2004 edition of the Handbook o f Research on Educational
Communications and Technology, Savenye and Robinson define qualitative research
as “research devoted to developing an understanding of human systems” (p. 1046).
While theory and practice in Instructional Technology have been strengthened by the
presence of quantitative, qualitative, and blended research approaches in the
literature, qualitative research has been found to be particularly effective for studying
emerging postmodern questions in the field. Savenye and Robinson (2004) offer
these characteristics of qualitative research:
It is conducted in a natural setting, without intentionally manipulating the 
environment. It typically involves highly detailed rich descriptions of human 
behaviors and opinions. The perspective is that humans construct their own 
reality, and an understanding of what they do may be based on why they 
believe they do it. There is allowance for the “multiple realities” individuals 
thus might construct in an environment. The research questions often evolve 
as the study does, because the researcher wants to know “what is happening” 
and may not want to bias the study by focusing the investigation too 
narrowly. The researcher becomes a part of the study by interacting closely 
with the subjects of the study. The researcher attempts to be open to the 
subjects’ perceptions of “what is”: that is, researchers are bound by the 
values and worldviews of the subjects. In qualitative research, it is not 
necessarily assumed that the findings of one study may be generalized easily 
to other settings. There is a concern for the particular setting and 
participants, (p. 1046)
This description provides important links to the basic assumptions of postmodernism
outlined before. By assuming that knowledge is constructed by active learners and
by seeking to understand the varied constructions in a given learning environment,
the qualitative research paradigm is well-suited for this study, which seeks to
understand and articulate the knowledge construction process in a specific
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population, an emphasis of postmodern research. Also, qualitative case study 
research methods seek to understand and describe local phenomena without the 
assumption that findings are widely generalizable to other settings. Postmodern 
voices within Instructional Technology have acknowledged the need to move away 
from research that seeks to discover universal truths about “how education works” 
toward approaches that “are applicable to specific situations and are based on the 
conditions of those situations. Findings from postmodern research are often found to 
be widely applicable, but the intent in these studies focuses on the local” (Voithofer 
& Foley, 2002, p. 5-6). Qualitative methods of data collection and analysis are also 
well suited for research done from a postmodern orientation. Through the use of 
open-ended interview questions, narrative analysis, and constructivist data analysis 
techniques, participants are encouraged to “tell their own story” as much as possible. 
In order to free the participants from the prevailing researcher-participant power 
relationship, the researcher must operate from a desire to “empower the powerless 
and transform existing social inequalities and injustices” (McLaren, 1994, p. 168). 
Working from this orientation, the researcher must employ data collection and 
analysis techniques that minimize ideology and bias as much as possible, binding 
himself or herself to the “values and worldviews of the subjects” (Savenye & 
Robinson, 2004, p. 1046).
Strengths and Limitations of Qualitative Research
Advocates of postmodern and qualitative research suggest that naturalistic 
inquiry can be considered the best way for a researcher to describe reality. Merriam
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(2001) explains that one of the assumptions of qualitative research is that “reality is 
holistic, multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective 
phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured as in quantitative 
research” (p. 202). Lincoln and Guba (1985) place the reality of a situation in the 
minds of the people experiencing it, and “their constructions are on their minds, and 
they are, in the main, accessible to the humans who make them” (p. 295). The goal 
of the researcher, as the main research instrument in the study, is to access and 
understand the realities constructed by participants, to “uncover the complexity of 
human behavior in a contextual framework, and to present a holistic interpretation of 
what is happening” (Merriam, 2001, p. 203). By establishing the researcher as the 
primary research instrument, a qualitative study is subject to the assumptions and 
biases of the person conducting the research, who may have hypotheses or ideas 
already formed about the phenomenon being studied. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
suggest that “truth value” must be established to conduct sound research in this way, 
and while the positivist paradigm embraced by quantitative research establishes 
claims to truth through validity, reliability, and objectivity, qualitative researchers 
should work to establish credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. 
These concerns will be defined here and addressed throughout the remainder of the 
methodology section.
A qualitative study can be said to be credible if it accurately identifies and 
describes the subject it intends (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 192). This is similar 
to the positivist notion of internal validity, as both are concerned with how close to 
the “reality” of the situation being studied the study claims to be. As a member of
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the learning community being studied, I was uniquely positioned to understand the 
characteristics of the school and to select a purposeful sample of students to 
represent a variety of perspectives. Also, having taught United States history at the 
school under study and being familiar with the curricula of other courses that 
students would discuss, I was able to interpret student responses with more subtlety 
and nuance than someone who was not familiar with this particular case.
Transferability refers to the extent to which the results of a study are useful to 
researchers and practitioners in other situations. This study is intended to provide a 
rich description of one particular situation, and there is no intention that the results 
can be directly generalized to other settings. Some grounded in the positivist 
tradition see this as a potential weakness of qualitative research, as the study that is 
not able to be replicated elsewhere has little external validity (Marshall & Rossman, 
1999, p. 193). While the results themselves cannot be directly applied elsewhere, 
future researchers, practitioners, or policymakers who share the same theoretical 
orientation and who work within similar learning environments can utilize this 
research design or results to inform their own work. Future readers or users will be 
able to determine if the results of this study are applicable to their own situations.
According to Marshall and Rossman (1999), dependability is the construct in 
which the researcher “attempts to account for changing conditions in the 
phenomenon chosen for study and changes in the design created by an increasingly 
refined understanding of the setting” (p. 194). This construct allows the researcher 
to seek out and describe the changing nature of reality in a given situation, putting it 
in contrast to the positivistic notion of reliability that assumes that reality is static
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and studying it multiple times will provide the same results. Once again, as a faculty 
member at the school being studied, I was uniquely positioned to be in touch with 
the unfolding events and atmosphere of the school year and was able to incorporate 
them into the research design and data analysis.
Finally, concerning itself with the positivist notion of objectivity, the 
construct of confirmability sets the qualitative criterion: “do the data help confirm 
the general findings and lead to the implications?” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 
194). Naturally, some of my own subjectivities shaped this study, but measures were 
taken to minimize their effects and keep the focus of the study on the perspectives of 
the participants. Having grown up in the community under study, having attended a 
similar high school, and having experienced the phenomenon under study, I was also 
uniquely positioned to gain entry into the lives of the participants and understand the 
nuances of their perspectives. Postmodern and critical researchers advocate research 
that seeks to develop empathy for the participants and empower them to tell their 
own stories. In order to manage these subjectivities, Baxter Magolda (1999) 
suggests a “formal, systematic monitoring of the self’ (p. 279) that she utilized in her 
own research, and later in this chapter I explain how some of her suggestions were 
incorporated
Research Questions
Merriam (2001) explains that qualitative research is often driven by a 
“question, curiosity, or puzzlement” that provides the framework for specific 
research questions (p. 60). In this case, as was indicated throughout Chapters 1 and
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2, my purpose is to illuminate the conditions under which students at a homogeneous 
suburban high school develop their epistemological beliefs and beliefs about 
historical significance, as well as how these processes might be related. To this end, 
the initial research question was posed: “How do students at a homogeneous, 
suburban high school describe the relationship between their historical 
understanding, personal epistemological beliefs, and their learning experiences?”
In order to investigate this larger question, the more specific questions were posed:
1. What are the epistemological beliefs of selected students at this school?
2. How do selected students at this school determine the historical significance 
of events in United States history?
3. What relationship exists between student epistemological beliefs and beliefs 
about historical significance?
4. How do student descriptions of their learning experiences relate to their 
historical understanding and epistemological beliefs?
From the beginning of this study, it was understood that themes might emerge 
from participant responses that warranted further investigation, so clarification and 
redirection of the focus of these questions was a possibility.
Case Study Framework
The research questions posed above and the postmodern emphasis on thick 
description of specific environments suggested that this study adopt a case study 
framework. Merriam (1988) defines a qualitative case study as “an intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p.
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21). Case study research is delimited by what Smith (1978) calls a “bounded 
system,” and this study seeks to provide a rich description of the knowledge 
constructions and educational experiences of a sample of students at one school. 
What follows next are descriptions of the community and school that constitute this 
case.
Research Setting
The demographic data for this community was obtained on 8/2/2005 from the 
web site www.city-data.com, which is not cited in the References section to preserve 
the anonymity of the community under study. The community under study is a 
suburb located approximately 30 miles west of a major Midwestern city and had a 
population of approximately 30,000 according to a special census in the fall of 2003. 
It is considered an upper-middle-class suburb that has experienced rapid population 
growth over the last ten years. According to a special 2003 census, the 
demographics of the population are: 90.4% non-Hispanic White, 5.5% Hispanic, 
1/7% Black, 0.5% Asian Indian, 1/7% “Other race” and 0.9% “Two or more races.”
The School
The data in this section was obtained from the school’s 2004 Illinois School 
Report Card, which is not cited in the References section to preserve the anonymity 
of the school under study. The school being studied opened in the fall of 2000 as the 
second high school in the community unit school district. Its purpose was to 
accommodate the influx of new students brought in by new homes being built in the
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community. The median income of the areas within the geographic boundaries of 
this school is higher than the rest of the community and consists mostly of homes 
that have been built in the last ten years. According to the school’s 2004 Illinois 
School Report Card, the demographics of the school are less diverse than the 
community at large -  students at this school are 92.2% White, 2.8% Hispanic, 0.8% 
Black, and 3.9% Asian/Pacific Islander. The teaching staff for the district is less 
diverse than the student population, with 99.7% of teachers reported as White and 
0.3% as Hispanic. No students at the school are considered limited English 
proficient, and 1.2% are identified as low income.
According to the school’s 2004 Illinois School Report Card, the school being 
studied is above the state average on all tests included in the Prairie State 
Achievement Examination (PSAE), the school has a 100% graduation rate, and ACT 
scores are above the state average on all aspects of the test. Recent curriculum 
renewal efforts have been focused on improving these scores at all schools 
throughout the district.
Decisions about Sampling
In general, qualitative research does not utilize the probability based 
sampling techniques (such as random sampling) utilized in quantitative research. 
Instead, nonprobability approaches are much more common (Merriam, 2001, p. 61). 
For the purposes of describing the characteristics of a larger population in this 
school, a purposeful approach to sampling was utilized. It was essential to the study 
to select students who reflected a variety of educational and life experiences within
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the grade level being studied and could provide enough information to draw 
conclusions. While it is impossible to represent the unique experiences of all 
students in a class of over 500 students, sampling decisions were based on my 
knowledge of school culture, as well as experience teaching students in the same 
school. While I did not know any of the participants personally, I had heard some of 
the students’ names before, through their involvement in extracurricular activities or 
through casual conversation with other teachers at the school. My experience with 
the student social environment at the school led me to believe that I would be able to 
select a variety of participants for the study.
Participants
For this study, twelve participants were selected (six male and six female) as 
a convenient, purposeful sample to represent the population (Marshall & Rossman, 
1999, p. 78). Eleven of these students identified themselves as “White” while one 
identified himself as “African American.” These students were all enrolled in 
“standard level” United States history, a traditional one-year survey course that 
fulfills a district graduation requirement. Students were not selected from the 
remedial or honors classes, as I was the teacher of those classes. Also, students were 
selected on the basis of having a lunch hour or study hall in their daily schedule that 
coincided with an hour that I did not teach class in order to provide convenient times 
to meet. Such criteria prevented the participation of students enrolled in Advanced 
Placement United States History, as none of the students enrolled in the class had a 
lunch hour that fit my schedule. Participants were recruited through five-minute
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presentations to standard level United States history classes that included a short 
description of the study and the completion of a one-page biographical survey. From 
the interested students, participants were invited that represented a cross-section of 
the school, including involvement in different extracurricular activities, athletics, and 
academic interests. Students were also selected with mixed academic experiences in 
United States history class, which was determined through informal conversations 
with the history teachers of interested students. This purposeful selection helped 
provide insight to the “multiple realities” of the cultural situation at this school 
(Savenye & Robinson, 2004, p. 1055). Short biographical sketches of the 
participants are provided below, the general contents of which come from short “life 
histories” provided in the final interview, and are supplemented with other details 
mentioned during other interviews.
Portraits of the Participants 
Griffin
Griffin is a tall, thin, and soft-spoken young man, sporting large pork-chop 
sideburns and a thick mop of shaggy brown hair. Griffin has one Caucasian and one 
Mexican parent, and his family came from a nearby ethnically diverse community, 
moving to buy a bigger house and for the “better schools.” Leaving most of his 
friends behind, he took on the persona of the “punk skateboarder,” wearing a 
Mohawk haircut and isolating himself from others. Griffin particularly liked the 
daredevil mindset of doing skateboarding stunts and the opportunity to set himself
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apart from mainstream students. Upon starting at this high school, he became 
involved in the Peer Leadership program, a big-brother/big-sister style program 
where freshmen are paired with an upperclass leader and meet with a group for 
teambuilding activities during lunch hours. In this program, he got to know a variety 
of people and became more comfortable branching out to others. He applied for and 
was accepted into the program to become a peer leader himself as a junior. He 
credits the program with improving his self-confidence and helping develop his 
leadership skills. Griffin’s main emphasis and source of inspiration, however, has 
been his involvement in the cross country program. He defines himself as a runner, 
and really seems to resonate with the solitary nature of training and the team nature 
of the sport. The team did very well this year in the state meet, and he has high 
expectations for next year’s team as well. He relishes the opportunity to be in a 
leadership role on the team, helping his younger teammates to adopt the necessary 
mentality to excel in this sport.
Gavin
Gavin is a laid back, friendly young man who always has a smile on his face. 
He is the middle child of a prominent local doctor, and time with his family is very 
important to him. His family owns a lake house in a nearby state and is able to get 
away three or four times a year for ski vacations. Gavin has lived in this community 
his whole life, although he has expressed frustration with following his older brother, 
who suffers from Asperger’s Syndrome and struggled academically and socially, 
through school. Gavin has enjoyed participation in a variety of extracurricular
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activities, including football, soccer, marching band, and lacrosse. He particularly 
enjoys lacrosse and his two-year participation in the school’s Peer Leadership 
program.
Garrett
Garrett is a tall, likeable, and soft-spoken young man who plays on the golf 
team and has dabbled in various sports and clubs at school, but spends most of his 
social time with friends outside of school. His family moved quite a bit during his 
early childhood, starting in the southern part of Illinois and moving to a small town 
in central Illinois before moving to the suburban area in second grade. He moved to 
this community in sixth grade and once again started the daunting task of making all 
new friends. Unfortunately, he attended the one junior high school in the district that 
does not normally feed into this high school, so when he started high school he 
started the process all over again. Garrett considers himself to have perhaps a 
broader perspective on the world than some other students, which he attributes to his 
moving as a child and to his family’s extensive international travel.
Samuel
Samuel, an only child, has lived in this community since he was a toddler. 
Being short and not very athletic, Samuel nevertheless enjoyed sports and 
participated in many until other children outgrew him in middle school and he 
realized that he “just wasn’t very good.” He has hated reading since a very early age 
and admits that growing up he watched far too much television. Instead of
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considering this a disadvantage, Samuel explains that his television viewing has 
made him more intelligent than many other students. Drawn to math, science, and 
engineering, he loves watching television shows, news stories, and movies that deal 
with his interests. Samuel is convinced that these programs have enabled him to see 
more connections between academics and the real world than reading would have. 
Although he dropped most competitive sports during middle and high school,
Samuel found an interest in running track and cross country in middle school, to 
which he attributes his “mental toughness.” Samuel believes that one must adopt a 
“never-give-up attitude,” which is 90% of the struggle. The remaining 10% is the 
“natural talent” and “special effort” that some people innately have that set them 
apart from the rest of the pack. He readily admits that he does not have that extra 
talent and that his hard work will take him as far as he is going to go in life. Samuel 
suggests that this commitment to extra effort is carrying him through his Eagle Scout 
service project to build a children’s playground at a local homeless shelter this year. 
He also took pride in his participation in his church youth group’s weeklong 
volunteer trip to repair homes in Mississippi that were damaged by Hurricane 
Katrina.
Justin
Justin, the lone African-American participant, has lived in this community his 
entire life. His father is a minister in the African Methodist Episcopal church, and 
his participation in church and the congregations to which he has belonged have had 
a strong influence on his outlook. Until last year, Justin was in a rebellious phase
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and alluded to frequent drug and alcohol use, until he drew on his religious 
convictions, realizing that his life would not amount to much if he kept up that kind 
of behavior. Since that time, he has focused on developing his intellectual and 
leadership skills and working to help his friends escape the lifestyle that they once 
shared. Justin is very tuned in to the politics of being a young, African-American 
male and feels that he must work harder and be more upstanding than White students 
his age in order to achieve in life. Although most students recognize him as a 
football player, Justin defines himself as a Christian and is working to make his faith 
central to how he thinks and conducts himself.
Grant
Tall, thin, and fast talking, Grant can give the appearance of being shifty and 
genuine all at the same time. His father, who runs his own company, has moved the 
family around quite a bit during Grant’s lifetime through a variety of blue-collar 
communities before settling in this community. Grant’s descriptions of his father 
show great admiration and respect, and he credits his father with instilling in him a 
strong work ethic and sense of self-reliance. He has worked quite a bit for his father, 
but has struck out on his own as a part of the school’s on-the-job-training program 
and has recently been promoted to an assistant manager position at a chain home 
improvement store. Grant seems to savor the added responsibility and long work 
hours and sees this as an important first step toward owning his own business some 
day after finishing college. All of his academic and extracurricular efforts are geared
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on the school’s hockey team, which has been very successful over the last two years.
Amanda
Amanda was bom in this community and has lived in the same house her 
entire life. In all of our interactions, she identified herself as very family oriented. 
She lives with her two sisters, and mother and father who, she points out, have been 
married for 28 years. Their relationship provides a model for sincerity and the need 
for compromise, something that she values in all of her relationships. She travels 
several times a year to see her extended family in Pennsylvania, and although the 
long drives get a little tedious, she relishes the time they spend there as a family. 
When her great grandmother died a few years ago, she felt as though it made her 
grow up a little bit and appreciate her family in a more adult way. Amanda loves 
animals, especially the family dogs, and has worked in a veterinarian’s office during 
her high school career. Her future goals are important to her, and she works hard to 
maintain high grades. Until this year, she participated on the school’s very 
competitive swim and water polo teams but found that she couldn’t keep up the 
grades she wanted, so she quit sports. Amanda values her circle of close friends and 
often seems ready to leave the high school social scene behind and move into adult 
life.
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Jessica
Jessica moved to this community when she was in sixth grade and lives with 
her mom, sister, and until recently, her grandmother (who passed away during the 
course of this study). Her grandmother had lived with her for the last few years, and 
Jessica had very adult responsibilities for her, including taking care of her herself 
and aiding hospice workers. Only once did Jessica talk about her father, with whom 
she does not have a very positive relationship. These family experiences have put 
her through a lot emotionally, and she attributes a long-distance relationship with a 
boyfriend in Florida as an important opportunity to “learn to trust someone again.” 
Jessica does not participate in many school activities; her real passion is for dance. 
She recently was accepted into a hip-hop dance company in a nearby community and 
pays for her participation herself. She works in order to keep up with fees, and when 
she is short of money, she needs to suspend participation for a while. Jessica claims 
that she found out what was important to her over the last year, determining who her 
“true friends” were and taking more control over her life. She started taking 
paralegal classes at the local community college during this school year in 
anticipation of pursuing law in college. She felt that she learned a lot from the older, 
working women in her class, and tentatively sees herself as ready to tackle adult life.
Ashley
Soft-spoken, but talkative, Ashley was bom in this community and has lived 
in the same house her entire life. The family house, which was built by her father, is
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in a more rural area that feeds the school and is right down the road from her 
grandparents, who she sees often. She is the baby of the family, with two older 
sisters, and she describes her family situation as very happy. Her father owns his 
own business and travels the country (and occasionally outside the country) to 
conventions. Ashley has had the opportunity to travel with her father to help out on 
occasion and has been able to go to many destinations within the United States, as 
well as Australia, Spain, France, and Canada. She enjoys travel as an opportunity to 
bond with her family, but also for the new experiences it has provided for her.
Ashley was recently able to buy her own car, which has given her a sense of 
responsibility and new freedom and made her feel more grown up. Her main passion 
in school is art, but she manages to find topics of interest in most of her classes. She 
has participated in a number of sports and clubs at school over the years, but has 
arranged her schedule so she can graduate a semester early. She hopes to work and 
take some classes at the local community college to decide what she wants to study 
and where she would like to go to school.
Jacqueline
Soft-spoken and friendly, Jacqueline is a student that teachers enjoy having in 
class. She does not consider herself blessed with natural academic ability, but works 
very hard at her studies and seems to have an adult responsibility for taking control 
of her future. She spent most of her early childhood in a nearby blue-collar 
community, but her parents sought new job opportunities and longer hours to move 
their family to this community ten years ago, in order to afford their children a
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“better” education. Her older brother, who is dyslexic, struggled in their previous 
schools, and her parents considered it a priority to get him into a school district that 
would provide more support for his education. Jacqueline is a reflective person, 
thinking a lot about her future and trying to get herself involved in activities that 
interest her and will help her as she matures. Outside of school, she has enjoyed 
participation in a karate school and volunteers at a local animal shelter. In school, 
she has been involved in the business and marketing club to expand her horizons and 
played on the varsity tennis team this last year. She credits her strong family and 
involvement with her older brother as sources of her self-reliance and motivation.
Kameron
Kameron is the oldest of four children and was bom when her parents were 
seventeen. Her family lived in a series of apartments until they were able to 
purchase a series of homes in working-class communities that were racially and 
ethnically mixed. When Kameron was in sixth grade, her family moved to the 
community being studied for the “safer” schools and to move away from the 
bilingual classrooms that she said were decelerated and frustrating. Her loves are 
reading and art, which she has enjoyed in her coursework at school and in her free 
time at home. She used to play basketball for the school team, but quit when her 
family opened a bakery, which has since gone out of business. She plans on 
attending the local community college after high school and transferring to a major 
business school once she has saved some money.
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Katie
Katie was bom in Italy and lived there until the age of three. She still has a 
lot of family that lives there, but finds the drama associated with the family dynamics 
pretty tiring. What has stood out to her, however, is how important that part of the 
family remains to her father, and when her grandmother passed away several years 
ago, she felt more grown up as her parents processed their grief with her. Upon 
moving to the United States, Katie’s family lived in a nearby community until she 
was in eighth grade, when her family moved to this community. Previous to the 
move, she had been involved in cheerleading and dance, but upon moving to this 
community, she didn’t like a lot of the girls she met in these activities and quit. Her 
friends have changed a lot during her high school career, and after hanging around 
some “bad news” girls during her sophomore year, she discovered her “real friends” 
last summer, and now has a positive circle of friends. Some of this change of heart 
stems from a serious car accident she was in at the beginning of last year. Katie has 
played badminton on the school’s team and is involved in a program that pairs 
mainstreamed students with students with special needs.
Role of the Researcher
Within qualitative research, the researcher is acknowledged as the primary 
data collection and analysis instrument. Postmodern perspectives in the field suggest 
that other research paradigms share this characteristic as well, although it is not 
always acknowledged. Once this dynamic has been established, it follows that the
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entire study then is subject to the assumptions and biases of the researcher. In order 
to control the effects of these assumptions and biases and make the results usable to 
others, qualitative researchers must acknowledge their own biases and “come clean” 
as much as possible, clarifying the “assumptions, worldviews, and theoretical 
orientation” that are brought to the study (Merriam, 2001, p. 205). Much of the 
formal ideology was articulated throughout Chapters 1 and 2, as well as an 
autobiographical sketch to articulate the personal experiences that helped shaped the 
questions and constructs of this study.
According to Merriam (2001), in order to conduct an effective qualitative 
study, the researcher must be equipped with certain personality characteristics. First, 
the researcher must have a tolerance for ambiguity (p. 20). Throughout the process 
of research design and execution, the researcher is guided by few certainties. The 
best questions to ask and what participants mean by their responses are not always 
immediately apparent. For this reason, structured research questions were 
constructed but were subject to change. Although the lack of an obvious direction 
can be frustrating, this research paradigm was determined to offer the best 
opportunity to describe an ambiguous dynamic.
Another characteristic of the effective qualitative researcher is a high level of 
sensitivity. The researcher must be sensitive to “the context and all of the variables 
within it, including the physical setting, the people, the overt and covert agendas, and 
the nonverbal behavior” (p. 21). A nuanced understanding of the context being 
studied provides invaluable insight into what data to collect and how to interpret that 
data. As an original member of the faculty of the school being studied, I was
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uniquely positioned to understand the context in which these students learn. As 
students talked about their educational experiences, I understood the institutional 
history of the setting, the students, teachers, extracurricular activities and courses 
they referred to, and a general sense of how students at this school communicate. 
While this intimate connection with the context being studied brought with it 
possibly a stronger set of assumptions and biases, it also afforded a more nuanced 
view.
Finally, the qualitative researcher must be an effective communicator. The 
effective communicator “empathizes with respondents, establishes rapport, asks 
good questions, and listens intently” (p. 23). As a teacher in the building being 
studied, I had the opportunity to ask clarifying questions of the participants in the 
hallways or during study halls if necessary. Rapport with the participants was 
established through these informal contacts. In her own research, Baxter Magolda 
(1999) suggested that her research group’s “prolonged engagement allowed us to 
build the trust and rapport with the participants, increasing the likelihood of our 
obtaining their genuine perspectives. This enhanced the trustworthiness of the 
students’ responses in the interviews and to our interpretations” (p. 282).
Data Collection and Analysis Overview
Within qualitative research, a variety of data collection and analysis 
techniques can be used but generally focus on collecting and articulating the ideas, 
opinions, and stories of the participants being studied. Data collection techniques 
can range from very structured to completely unstructured, depending on the sorts of
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information required to complete the study. For this study, a variety of techniques 
were utilized, resulting in a generally semi-structured approach. According to 
Merriam (2001), semi-structured approaches incorporate methods and questions that 
are highly structured in order to gather specific information from respondents, but 
also provide open-ended opportunities for participants to express their opinions and 
share relevant insights. This also requires the researcher to collect and analyze data 
simultaneously and provides the flexibility to devise interview questions or other 
data collection opportunities guided by participant responses. According to Savenye 
and Robinson (2004), this is a feature of most qualitative research, but for the 
postmodern researcher, it is essential if the study is to truly explore the multiple 
realities of the participants and allow them to tell their own stories.
This study utilized two common forms of qualitative data collection: 
document analysis and interviewing. These methods work together in a semi­
structured format to provide both specific responses to research instruments and 
questions that have been used before to connect the current study to previous 
research, but also allow participants less structured opportunities to express their 
ideas and beliefs about the questions being asked in order to tell their own stories and 
illuminate the dynamics of the site being studied.
The semi-structured format allowed this study to address two important 
concerns regarding the credibility of the study. First, qualitative studies often use 
triangulation in order to establish that the data being collected is credible. Data 
about student epistemological beliefs was collected through the use of an established 
instrument, the Measure of Epistemological Reflection (MER), and a semi-structured
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interview. In this case, the initial interview questions were derived from those used 
by Baxter Magolda (1992) during her longitudinal studies that resulted in the 
creation of the MER. This was also the case in the exploration of student beliefs 
about historical significance. Initially, students were asked to complete an 
established historical flash card activity (Barton & Levstik, 1998) and a follow-up 
semi-structured interview. Initial analyses of student responses from these activities 
were then used to guide the creation of subsequent interview guides.
Another method used to ensure the credibility of qualitative data collection is 
the use of member checks. The study was constructed in such a way that data was 
collected from participants on multiple occasions over one school year and the 
subsequent summer. After each meeting, participant documents or interviews were 
reviewed and clarifying questions were asked of students in between meetings or at 
subsequent meetings. This allowed emerging conclusions to be based on student 
responses and future interviews to be constructed to allow students to tell their 
stories further.
Study Outline
Each participant attended five meetings over the course of the 2005-06 
school year and the subsequent summer. In this section, the flow of data collection 
and analysis is explained, providing the rationale for each meeting to capture the 
unfolding nature of this study. As was mentioned above, the research questions were 
geared toward answering the initial questions, but questions were revised and new 
ones introduced as the result of the story being told by the respondents.
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The first meeting was an opportunity to collect consent forms from the 
participants’ parents and for the participants to sign an assent form. The consent 
form is included in Appendix A and the assent form is included in Appendix B. At 
this time, participants were provided with the Measure of Epistemological Reflection 
(MER) and given the choice of completing the instrument in paper form or in 
Microsoft Word format in a secure folder on the school’s network. All participants 
selected to fill out the paper version by hand and return the instrument at school.
The MER was developed by Baxter Magolda to be a pencil-and-paper measure based 
of the epistemological positions developed by Perry (1970). The instrument was 
devised around Perry’s domains of the role of the learner, instructor, peers, and 
evaluation in the learning process, as well as the nature of knowledge and 
educational decision-making. Her dissertation established the initial validity of the 
MER, and further work led to the creation of a coding manual for the instrument 
(Baxter Magolda & Porterfield, 1988). Although the MER was developed using 
positivist notions of theory and research, Baxter Magolda (2004) has 
reconceptualized epistemological development in a constructivist framework, linking 
the development of epistemological beliefs to intrapersonal and interpersonal 
development, all of which are bound to the contexts in which they take place. This 
conceptualization of epistemological development was well-suited for this study, 
which sought to identify learning experiences that mediate student epistemological 
beliefs and ideas about historical significance.
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Within the context of Baxter Magolda’s evolving view of the nature of 
epistemological development, it follows that coding procedures for the MER have 
evolved as well. When the MER was first developed, it was coded according to a 
validated manual (Baxter Magolda & Porterfield, 1988). Baxter Magolda (2001) 
suggests that results from the MER are “not an attempt to reach a final, correct 
interpretation of students’ epistemological development. Rather, it is an attempt to 
guide the process of making reasonable choices about interpretation that can be 
introduced into dialogue for further exploration” (p. 526).
To this end, she suggests a process of gaining an in-depth understanding of 
existing perspectives on epistemological development, including the Epistemological 
Reflection model and others, including Perry (1970), Belenky et al. (1986), King & 
Kitchener (1994) and Hofer & Pintrich (1997). Once grounded in existing theory, 
the researcher should consider the entire MER document, reading for 
epistemological beliefs that seem to underlie all responses, as well as for beliefs that 
are domain-specific. Once these have been established, epistemological beliefs can 
be interpreted by comparing these beliefs to the ways of knowing articulated in the 
Epistemological Reflection Model. The interpretation can be extended by 
considering dynamics such as gender, race, ethnicity, social class, or sexual 
orientation. Finally, in order to ensure the best interpretation possible, Baxter 
Magolda suggests further dialogue with respondents, following up on specific MER 
responses and allowing them to respond to more open-ended questions to provide 
additional insights.
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Because the MER was developed for use with college students, the questions 
ask for responses based on college experiences. As this study was conducted with 
high school students, Baxter Magolda granted permission to revise the language on 
the MER for such use. The version of the MER utilized in this study is provided in 
Appendix D.
In order to begin initial coding, the help of a research assistant was enlisted. 
The research assistant was my brother, who was a history major, had worked as an 
educator in this school district previously, and grew up in the community as well. A 
reflective journal was started to keep a record of new ideas, assumptions, and 
potential biases. Student MERs were scored according to constructivist scoring 
methods, and then general themes found in the student responses and questions were 
developed for the first interview. This method of triangulation was utilized for each 
stage of data analysis as the study progressed.
Meeting #2
The second meeting with participants was a semistructured interview to get 
students talking about their educational experiences. This was done to finalize initial 
MER codings and to identify educational experiences that influenced 
epistemological development. A copy of the interview guide is provided in 
Appendix E. Interviews were recorded onto a digital recording device and 
transcribed. Once these interviews were transcribed, MER evaluations were 
finalized and initial categories of learning experiences were coded that suggested a 
participant’s epistemological positions.
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The third meeting with participants required students to work through a 
historical flash card activity developed by Barton and Levstik (1998). Copies of the 
historical flash cards are provided in Appendix F. Participants were presented with 
images and short descriptions of twenty historical events from United States history 
and were asked to pick the eight that they considered the most significant and would 
include on a basic timeline of United States history. Once participants were finished, 
they answered a series of questions about reconsidering their choices from a variety 
of different perspectives. A copy of the interview guide for this interview is 
provided in Appendix G. Participant responses were transcribed and coded in terms 
of the “stories” of history that their choices told, and their responses to the interview 
questions were evaluated for ways of knowing using the Epistemological Reflection 
Model. Initial analysis of participant responses suggested that their thinking about 
considering history from different perspectives contained ideas that needed further 
explanation. Students who had affiliations with groups whose stories are often left 
out of traditional tellings of history, especially in connection with their race, 
ethnicity, or gender made note of this when discussing the historical flash card 
activity. The White, male students of European origin also indicated some 
awareness o f  this dynamic, so this understanding was explored during the next 
interview.
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In order to follow up on student understanding of historical perspectives, 
participants were introduced to the concept of “positionality,” asked about their own 
positionalities and how they saw them influencing their views of life in general and 
of history. Positionality is a term utilized by Maher and Tetrault (1994) to examine 
traditional pedagogies, knowledge constructions, and their impact on learners. 
Traditional educational practices and knowledge constructions assume that 
individuals are “normal” -  White, heterosexual, male, and middle class -  and do not 
serve the learning needs of those who are not. In order for knowledge to be valid, it 
must take into account the knower’s position in that context. During this interview, 
students were asked to identify their own positionalities and consider how the 
various elements influenced their perspectives in general and then more specifically, 
their views of history. Participant responses were transcribed and coded according to 
the themes that emerged from the historical flash card interview and for ways of 
knowing using the Epistemological Reflection Model. As connections emerged with 
the coding from the historical flash card activity, it became evident that students had 
heard about the importance of considering historical events from different 
perspectives before and were even knowledgeable about how different people would 
see the past differently. An academic distance was still evident in this thinking, so 
questions developed for the next interview asked students to think about 
epistemologically challenging situations and historical events in a non-academic 
setting.
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Meeting #5
In order to further explore this observation, students were asked to discuss 
their own life histories and the experiences that helped “shape them into the people 
they are now.” The “life history” interview guide is provided in Appendix I. As 
students talked, experiences were noted that appeared to provide them with 
epistemological conflicts, and they were asked to explain how they discerned “the 
truth” in these situations. Once that part of the interview was over, students were 
then asked to identify a historical event that had taken place during their lifetime that 
could be considered “historically significant” in the future and were asked a series of 
questions about how different people could interpret that event differently.
Conclusion
In this chapter, the theoretical foundations for this study, the initial 
construction, and the evolution of the study were discussed. In the next chapter, the 
findings of each of these inquires are presented in the same order as presented here.
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CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS
This chapter presents the findings of this study. Data were collected through 
the use of the Measure of Epistemological Reflection (MER), a historical flash card 
activity developed by Barton and Levstik (1998), and three interviews. While the 
two formalized activities were used to draw specific conclusions about student 
epistemological beliefs and ideas about historical significance, the interviews were 
constructed to allow participants to elaborate on their ideas, make connections 
between these broad themes, and describe how their learning experiences at this 
school influenced their development. These open-ended interviews encouraged the 
students to make their own meaning of the questions and to make their own 
connections, so student responses were divergent and, in some cases, very long. 
Students in this sample shared that they had never been asked most of the questions 
that were asked, and they took the opportunity to explain their ideas on a multitude 
of topics. In order to present the findings in a coherent way, this chapter will focus 
on presenting results and emerging themes first from data collection on personal 
epistemological beliefs. Student ideas about historical significance will then be 
analyzed for assumptions about the “story” of United States history and the
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underlying epistemological beliefs used to think about history. Connections to 
student educational experiences will be presented in Chapter 5.
This study collected data over the course of one school year and the 
following summer from twelve participants from the junior class, six male and six 
female, all of whom were chosen purposefully to reflect the experiences of a wide 
variety of students at this school. Some of these participants had been academically 
successful in school and had positive experiences while participating in 
extracurricular clubs, activities, or athletics. Others moved along the margins at the 
school, performing well enough in classes to just get through and participating in few 
school activities. The adapted version of the Measure of Epistemological Reflection 
used for this study can be found in Appendix D, the interview guide for the 
epistemological interview in Appendix E, the flash cards used for the historical flash 
card activity in Appendix F, the interview guide for the flash card activity in 
Appendix G, the interview guide for the positionality interview in Appendix H, and 
the interview guide for the life history interview in Appendix I.
Student Ways of Knowing
In order to identify their epistemological beliefs, students completed a pencil- 
and-paper version of the MER adapted for use with high school students and sat for 
two interviews, one a follow-up epistemological interview to clarify their responses 
and discuss their ideas in a more open-ended format, and a life history interview to 
discuss their epistemological beliefs in the context of their own experiences. This 
section will present the findings from this line of inquiry.
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In her most recent writings about the interpretation of the MER, Baxter 
Magolda (2001) suggests that interpretation takes place in a constructivist manner, 
trying to gain a strong sense of the overall epistemological beliefs inherent in student 
responses, as opposed to breaking down responses to individual domains. Over the 
course of this study, this kind of general interpretation was possible, but responses to 
one of the six domains suggested that participants may have been thinking about that 
domain differently than the others. As a result of their responses to the MER and 
their epistemological interviews, students in this sample were predominantly 
absolute knowers as described on the Epistemological Reflection Model.
Throughout the course o f this study, however, these participants showed 
characteristics of more sophisticated beliefs as their discussions moved away from 
“classroom knowledge” and more toward their own lives and experiences.
The Epistemological Reflection Model, created by Baxter Magolda (1992), 
seeks to capture and articulate personal epistemological beliefs through participant 
explanations of educational experiences in six “domains,” including decision making 
in the educational context, the roles of the learner, instructor, peers, and evaluation in 
the learning process, and the nature of knowledge. A table containing simple 
definitions of each of the epistemological positions in these domains is included in 
Appendix C. Responses to the MER suggested that students in this sample exhibited 
characteristics of absolute learners, especially in their discussions of their academic 
environment and educational experiences, particularly regarding the roles of the 
learner, peers, instructors, and assessment in the learning process. Student 
discussions of the nature of knowledge also largely supported the interpretation of
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these students as absolute knowers. Discussion of these domains follow next, and 
the domain of decision making in the educational context is presented last, as it 
suggests different epistemological levels.
Role of the Learner
Within the Epistemological Reflection Model, absolute learners see their role 
to be the acquisition of knowledge from instructors and classroom resources. As 
knowledge is certain and possessed by authorities, the goal of the learner is to master 
this body of information. As they become more sophisticated knowers, students 
begin to expect themselves to understand content more deeply, and ultimately, to 
develop their own viewpoints and be able to understand the knowledge construction 
process and how varying perspectives influence that process. On the MER, students 
articulated their beliefs about this domain through a series of questions beginning 
with “Do you learn best in classes that focus on factual information or classes that 
focus on ideas and concepts?” Participant responses overall were characteristic of 
absolute knowers. Gavin articulated this position well when he justified his choice 
of factual information by saying, “I learn factual information better because I don’t 
have a problem memorizing it and usually makes more sense to me than ideas.” 
Jessica, who claimed to like to think “out of the box” at times, still preferred a class 
to focus on the factual. The reason she provided was that it “gives me the info that I 
NEED to know.” Grant provided a connection to life outside of school in his 
epistemological interview when he explained a couple of training days he had 
recently experienced in his job at a home improvement store:
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It kind of relates to work. I just got transferred up front this year, and the first 
day all they do is talk at you -  this is how you do this and this is how you do 
that -  you could have put me at the register and I wouldn’t even know 
anything, what even to press. And then the second day, when we were 
actually doing it, and after that day I knew everything perfectly. It’s more 
hands on, if you just do things it just sticks better, actually seeing it and 
actually doing it yourself, rather than someone telling you.
The goal of the training was obviously to train him to apply the knowledge on the
job, but he still thought of the knowledge in an absolute fashion, as something he
needed to obtain and “make stick.” Student responses on the MER or during
interviews would occasionally hint at transitional knowing. Kameron, in her
interview, expressed a preference for classes where she could explore her own
opinions and have a chance to discuss them with others:
I hate classes where they say something to you and write it on the board and 
if you question it, you're wrong. I don't know, it's just sort of hard for me to 
believe something, because I'm told to believe it. Unless I can find, I don't 
wanna say facts, but if I can back it up myself mentally and put it in order. 
Then I can say “Okay, this is understandable.” A lot of times, if  I have 
questions, then the teacher is like “there shouldn't be a reason to question it. 
It's what happened and all you need to do is memorize it.” Then you take the 
test.
Kameron’s motivation appeared to be to integrate her learning with her belief 
systems and to seek a deeper understanding. Some other participants hinted at this 
desire as well, but overall, the responses on both the MER and during the 
epistemological interview pointed to absolute knowing in the domain of the Role of 
the Learner.
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According to the Epistemological Reflection Model, absolute learners 
interpret the role of the instructor as an effective communicator of knowledge. 
Instructors should seek out the most effective means of communicating the content 
of the class to students, whose job it is to obtain it effectively. As they become more 
sophisticated knowers, students come to expect their instructors to help them 
understand and ultimately, promote independent learning through mentorship and 
facilitation. On the MER, participants articulated their beliefs about this domain by 
describing the teaching methods they have encountered that have been the most 
beneficial, then considering the advantages and disadvantages of those teaching 
methods. Throughout their MER responses and epistemological interviews, the 
participants in this sample exhibited the characteristics of absolute knowers. The 
role of the teacher was of high importance to these students, who felt that having a 
good teacher made or broke a class. Even classes whose content was of little interest 
to students could be fun and interesting if the teacher was engaging. Ashley 
provided a very absolute view of the role of the teacher when she said, “I learn best 
when teachers give good organized notes, and then a homework assignment that 
directly relates to what we just learned.” Grant also expected his teachers to provide 
appropriate instructional strategies and materials to help him master the information. 
He learned best in classes that utilize “visuals to explain what they are talking about” 
because “it helps me register what it is the teacher is trying to say.” Besides 
presenting essential knowledge effectively and giving coursework that reinforces that
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learning, students in this sample also expected teachers to be flexible and
approachable for help. Katie captured this sentiment when she said:
Well I like when a teacher is able to meet with you for help. A lot of teachers 
are in sports or they do all that stuff, and they can meet with you during study 
hall, but what if you can’t meet with them during study hall or if you don’t 
have a study hall? I like it when teachers are there to talk to you when you 
need help. And, I also like it when teachers ask you personally if you have 
any problems. They might come to each table and ask if people have any 
questions, instead of just sort of asking if  anyone has questions in front of the 
entire class. So then you can be a little bit more independent.
These examples illustrate an understanding that the role of the teacher as a
presenter of knowledge is to support the role of the learner as he or she obtains
knowledge. Some students exhibited a desire for the teacher to provide students with
opportunities to develop their own understanding of course material and apply their
learning to new situations, a desire which is characteristic of transitional knowers.
Jacqueline indicated this in her MER response when she said:
Open discussions make things easier to understand because you have to apply 
the knowledge you learned. When I’m in a class where all they do is note 
taking, I get so caught up in what I’m writing or copying down that I miss out 
on the little things that the teacher may be saying that could be important 
later on.
Other participants also expressed a desire to explore course ideas in depth 
and focus on a deeper understanding, but underlying these responses was an 
assumption that this was still a means of remembering the course material, which is 
consistent with the beliefs held by absolute knowers. This idea was also evident in 
student beliefs about the role of peers in the educational process.
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According to the Epistemological Reflection Model, absolute knowers see 
their peers as fellow receivers of knowledge in a course, and they should work 
together to help each other master what they are expected to learn. As they become 
more sophisticated knowers, peers are expected to provide a variety of viewpoints 
and new information, and ultimately become sources of knowledge themselves. On 
the MER, participants articulated their beliefs about this domain by indicating if  they 
prefer classes where students do a lot of talking or do not talk very much. After 
explaining the advantages and disadvantages of this preference, participants were 
asked what kind of interactions they like to see between students in a class. Students 
in this sample consistently exhibited the characteristics of absolute knowers. Class 
discussions and interaction between peers in the class were generally considered 
positive, but the overall goal was still the acquisition and retention of information. 
Garrett suggested this belief when he said that he liked when teachers “give you a 
chance to do group interaction and discussions so that it is not all on you to figure it 
out by yourself.” Justin expressed his preference for individual work in a class with 
occasional peer interactions “to figure out how to do a problem from them.”
Students in this sample overall had a very positive view of class discussions, 
but their responses suggested that they were almost a welcome distraction in class, or 
served more to create a pleasant classroom atmosphere in which to learn. On her 
MER, Jessica suggested that she liked classroom discussions, but could “focus better 
in classes with no talking” and that discussions could be detrimental because
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students “may get distracted from the topic.” Samuel liked the positive “relaxed”
atmosphere created in a class that featured class discussions, because he felt
comfortable asking questions, people were more open minded, and “I think better.
When I am uptight the info is often boring and hard to understand.” In general,
student responses emphasized the need to learn material presented by the teacher, as
opposed to learning from other students in the course. Kameron exhibited some
signs of higher epistemological levels during her interview:
Kameron: I know that we talk a lot about stuff in Contemporary Lit class, 
because we discuss a lot of issues that not a lot of people like to touch on. It's 
just kind of like, they're really touchy, but the way that the teacher brings 
them up and we approach them, instead of it like being “I don't want to hear 
your opinion because I know mine,” and turning into a big messy debate. We 
all like actually listen to each other to learn, and I like hearing other people's 
opinions. Because a lot of times, I think that after hearing others' opinions I 
really feel more open minded about things. In the class then, whatever we 
are learning about really takes on a whole new meaning.
Interviewer: So would you say that the other people in your class... where 
would you put them in the order of their importance in terms of your 
learning, say compared to the teacher and your books? Would you say that 
they are an important source of knowledge and learning for you?
Kameron: I think teacher and the students come before the book. The 
teacher learns from the book, so you don't really need to know it, if the 
teacher understands it. Sure, it's useful as a reference, but if the teacher can 
relate the message to you, and do it in a way that you can understand it, and 
learn from it, and you can then back it up with other people’s opinions, I 
think it is just as important as the book.
In this case, Kameron gave indications that she liked her class that promoted learning
from each others’ perspectives instead of sharing opinions in order to win a debate.
In her last response, she also put students on a somewhat equal footing with teachers
and classroom texts. This type of insight was not the norm in this sample, as most
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
79
students emphasized the role of peers was to merely help each other learn and 
provide a positive classroom environment.
Role of Evaluation
The Epistemological Reflection Model suggests that absolute learners view 
evaluation as an opportunity to show an instructor what they have learned in a 
course. As these beliefs develop in sophistication, learners focus more on deeper 
understanding of course ideas, independent thinking, and finally seeing the instructor 
as a mentor, providing feedback on real-world applications. Learners become active 
in setting goals and seek guidance from instructors in more of a mentorship role. On 
the MER, participants articulated their beliefs about this domain by responding to a 
series of questions that began with “Some people think that hard work and effort will 
result in high grades in school. Others think that hard work and effort are not a basis 
for high grades. Which of these statements is most like your own opinion?” 
Participants then considered how their learning should be evaluated and by whom. 
Students in this sample consistently exhibited the characteristics of absolute knowers 
in this domain, although more students provided responses that could exhibit 
transitional characteristics than the previous domains. Within many of these student 
responses, however, was still the assumption that evaluation shows the teacher that 
they have learned the material, and sought out alternative ways of doing this “fairly.” 
Gavin felt that “the teacher and only the teacher” should be evaluating student work 
in a course because “they are the only person qualified to evaluate work and they see 
you every day and how much work you put in.” Jessica advocated for varied
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evaluation opportunities, like being “evaluated over a period of time, so you can be
evaluated on how you learn things and apply it in conversation and things like that.”
Although this might initially sound more transitional in nature, further questioning
suggested that she advocated for these methods because she’s “not a good test taker”
and these approaches could result in better grades for her. Jacqueline agreed when
she suggested, “Some students don’t perform well on tests or quizzes whether they
understand the information or not. There needs to be another way for students to be
able to show their understanding.” Once again, Kameron offered ideas that could
exhibit more transitional ways of knowing:
Kameron: Well of course, I think that you should be graded on whether some 
things are right or wrong. Some things are factual, and you can't just knock 
that out of the curriculum, because it's boring. But a lot of things, I think we 
should be able to express our opinions and be graded on our opinion, versus 
memorization of facts.
Interviewer: Okay, who should judge whether or not your opinions are 
sound? You said you want to be graded on your opinions, does that mean 
that anything goes?
Kameron: That's a fine line. Some people push their opinions just because 
they find it amusing, and some people push you because that's really what 
they think. I think if they can support it with following the guidelines of the 
facts, and put it to what they believe, then I think it should be considered 
valid.
The methods she explained assume that students need to become active constructors 
of knowledge and that the evaluation process needs to support that goal. Throughout 
their responses to the MER and interview questions, however, students in this sample 
overwhelmingly saw evaluation as a tool for showing the teacher that they 
understood the material, and was directly related to class grades. Even within 
student responses that emphasized understanding of content as opposed to retention,
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the goal of this evaluation was better grades as opposed to feedback on personal 
knowledge construction.
Nature of Knowledge
According to the Epistemological Reflection Model, absolute knowers 
believe that knowledge is certain and absolute, essentially that a “right answer” 
exists and can be discovered from relevant authorities. More advanced positions 
begin to acknowledge that some kinds of knowledge might be uncertain, and as 
people progress they begin to consider the contextual nature of knowledge 
construction and actively question the authority of knowledge sources. Students in 
this sample largely exhibited characteristics of absolute knowers in this domain. On 
the MER, participants articulated their beliefs about this domain by responding to the 
following question: “Sometimes different instructors give different explanations for 
historical events or scientific phenomena. When two instructors explain the same 
thing differently, can one be more correct than the other?” Participants then 
considered how they would go about making this decision, and the extent to which 
they could truly find out who was more correct. Responses on the MER focused 
largely on obtaining necessary information from traditional school authorities, such 
as teachers and textbooks. Consistent with the characteristics of absolute learners, 
Justin suggested that when two U.S. History teachers disagree, one probably had it 
wrong; they “may not have a full understanding of what happened in U.S. history.” 
Other participants suggested that they would determine which explanation was better 
by considering the amount of factual evidence the teachers had to back up their
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ideas. Jessica suggested that “maybe the person who can be more specific is the one
that could be more correct.” Ashley claimed that she considered the authority of the
sources of supporting ideas when she said that she would believe “Whichever
explanation had more reliable sources, or was taught from a textbook. Or whoever
was able to tell more details or facts about the situation.”
Also exemplifying the characteristics of absolute knowers, some participants
suggested that they would agree with the perspective of a preferred teacher, or a
teacher who was able to explain their perspective more clearly. Griffin said that he
would “give it to the teacher that I feel has more knowledge and more background.
Maybe who’s got more experience. Maybe even the one I like better.” Katie
suggested that her choice “depends on how the explanation is put. One teacher, you
might be able to understand more, and therefore it sticks in your mind. If you don’t
understand the statement it’s not stored and you just have no clue.” Amanda
concurred when she said:
I don’t think that one instructor can be more correct than another. I believe 
that the only difference is that the way one teacher teaches clicks better with 
you. You understand what they’re saying better than someone else, which 
allows them to seem like they’re more correct than the other teacher.
All of these examples suggest that the students in this sample are largely
absolute knowers when considering the nature of knowledge within the school
setting. Some participant responses suggested that different teacher explanations
could be attributed to different teacher perspectives or opinions on the subject, but do
not challenge the factual nature of what the teachers are talking about. Opinions or
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perspectives are separate from facts, and do not challenge the certainty of 
knowledge.
Decision Making in the Educational Context
Participant responses to the MER showed a greater number of characteristics 
of transitional knowing within this domain. Within the Epistemological Reflection 
Model, absolute knowers will seek the right answers about educational and career 
decisions, relying on authoritative sources for guidance. More sophisticated beliefs 
are characterized by the acknowledgement of higher levels of uncertainty, so 
decisions focus less on external authorities and more careful consideration of one’s 
own perspectives, goals, and life circumstances. On the MER, participants were 
prompted to articulate their beliefs about this domain by explaining the nature of an 
educational decision they had made recently. They then discussed the alternatives 
available to them, how they went about selecting from the alternatives, and what they 
thought were the most important considerations when making the decision. Some 
students in this sample certainly exhibited characteristics of absolute knowing when 
discussing their educational decision making on the MER. In general, participant 
responses that were more absolute in nature focused on making decisions based on 
what they perceived would help them get into the college or career of their choice. 
For instance, when deciding what level of courses to take for his junior year, Gavin 
said that he considered “how I was going to benefit from it. If I chose the higher 
course it would be harder, but it would look better to colleges. If I chose the lower 
one it would be easier but it wouldn’t look as good on college apps.”
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Grant also considered his career plans when deciding whether to take
business courses at the local community college or taking extra science classes at the
high school during his junior year:
So if I have the choice to take science classes, or not, I’m not going to 
because I would rather take the classes that are going to help me. So next 
year, I’m taking classes through fifth hour and then taking classes at the 
community college because those are things that I want to study. And I 
figure, that science is not something that is gonna help me in my future 
college career, like my career, because I don’t wanna go into a science field. I 
have taken all of my science requirements already, so I’m not taking any next 
year, or my years in college.
Educational decisions were very clearly dictated by student perceptions of the
expectations held by colleges and future jobs. Amanda sought the input of various
authority figures in her life when trying to decide whether or not to drop a Spanish
class that she was struggling with earlier in the year:
The things that were most important in my decision were my future, my dad, 
my counselor, and the importance of my education. My future depends on 
how I do in my education and colleges like to see that you can struggle and 
still make it. Although this class isn’t honors it would show I gave up if I 
dropped. My counselor, being an old teacher of mine, knew I could do it and 
encouraged me to stick with it and my dad, who is always on my side, 
encouraged me as well. He didn’t let me take the easy way out. He knows I 
can do anything I put my mind to.
In these cases, the participants relied very heavily on what they perceived to 
be expected of them by others. In this domain of decision making, however, the 
students in this sample exhibited some of the characteristics of transitional learners. 
When considering educational decisions, transitional learners find the process of 
discovering the “right” answer complicated by uncertainty. Although the right 
decision cannot always be known, transitional knowers work hard to ensure that their 
decision will have a good chance of working out for the best. Jessica had been
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taking a class in the paralegal program at a local community college this year in
order to learn more about the legal profession. When deciding whether or not to take
this course this year, she said, “Since I have thought about being a lawyer, I thought
this will give me experience to see if  I enjoy the legal field, so that was a key factor
in choosing this.” Samuel, a real car enthusiast, made the decision to take an
advanced product design course at school this year, which required students to work
in teams to design cars and compete in a national competition. When explaining his
decision to take the course, he said:
I don’t know, I might go into engineering, because I’ve always been really 
fascinated with cars. Even when I was little, I could always name all of the 
cars on the road. I was like “oh, there’s a Geo” or “there is a Cavalier.” I’ve 
always liked cars, and I’ve always liked those projects in sixth grade where 
they would give you five paper cups, a plastic paper clip, and a straw, and 
you have to go build something. I’d always thought that that one of the 
funnest things to do. That's how I started to think that I might like 
engineering.
Katie also suggested that she acknowledged the role of uncertainty when
considering her future plans when she discussed her decision whether or not to
graduate a semester early, as some of her best friends were planning to do:
I had to consider how many more credits I needed, what I would do with my 
time for the semester, and the cost of summer school. Finally, I had to 
narrow it down by deciding whether I wanted to finish with everyone or stop 
in January. A lot of my best and good friends are also considering graduating 
early.
She ultimately decided to not graduate early and sampled some different electives
during her senior year because:
I have always thought about teaching. But I don’t know what I want to teach. 
I don’t really know. I don’t want to set my mind to a school or a major, and 
then decide that I don’t want to do it. Because my mom did that. She wanted 
to be an interior designer, so she went to design school in everything, but the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
86
things that were offered for her she didn’t really like. Like the jobs I mean, 
they were like six days a week, so she didn’t really get into it too much. Now 
she kind of regrets having done it. You can’t assume that what you want to 
do now is something that will work for you later.
In conclusion, although the students in this sample clearly exhibited the
characteristics of absolute knowers across the board, and rating strategies for the
MER would suggest that each of these students be considered an absolute knower,
more exhibited the characteristics of transitional knowers in the Educational
Decision Making domain. These students were all juniors, and their responses
focused largely on their plans for the future. In this school, where virtually 100% of
students graduate and over 90% go to college, it would make sense that all student
responses dealt with graduation and college plans. When discussing these plans,
students were certainly not transitional knowers across the board, but showed signs
of wanting to make these decisions for themselves, seeking information from
external sources and weighing them with internal considerations, as well as
understanding that a certain level of uncertainty existed when considering their
future plans. On a practical level, responses to this domain could have been more
thorough because within the structure of the MER, this domain is the first one
encountered. Students may have spent more time thinking and writing about these
questions then ran out of time and/or motivation on later domains.
These results raised other potential implications for this study. Of the six
domains on the MER, the domain regarding educational decision making did not ask
participants to think about learning in the classroom environment, but instead about
making decisions for themselves that will influence their futures. In this way,
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participants were asked to think about themselves in different role. This theme was 
pursued further in the life history interview.
Ways of Knowing in the Life History Interview
The life history interview was constructed to follow up on the theme that 
participants exhibited characteristics of more advanced epistemological positions 
when discussing topics that were more personalized and were removed from the 
school setting. Students were asked to give a five- to ten-minute autobiography, then 
identify an event or situation from their own lives that required them to hear 
conflicting knowledge claims or perspectives and decide which was more correct. 
Male and female students provided very different kinds of life situations as 
examples, and epistemological beliefs varied with the kinds of life situations. Males 
provided situations that they viewed as a struggle to establish someone as right and 
someone as wrong, resulting in responses more characteristic of absolute knowing. 
Females, on the other hand, all provided situations that involved family disputes, 
where they were committed to helping find common ground between all of the 
people involved; this resulted in the characteristics of independent knowing.
The stories shared by the male students in the sample described situations 
where people were proven to be right or wrong or arguments where the student was 
fighting to prove him self as correct. Garrett, a member o f  the school’s golf team, 
explained that he was being offered competing advice from his father and his coach 
on how to improve his “short game.” His overall scores improved after choosing to 
practice using drills recommended by his coach. He chose the advice of his coach
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because “he is recognized as a great golf coach, so he must know what he is talking
about. He is also a better golfer than my dad.” The improvements in his score
reinforced his belief that his coach knew the right solution to his problem.
Justin and Griffin both shared situations that many high school students face:
resisting peer pressure to use alcohol and drugs. Both young men claimed that they
have made decisions to not use these substances, and the experiences they shared
both involved them trying to convince other people their age to not use them either.
Justin explained that he was once a regular user of alcohol and drugs, and that a
combination of his religious beliefs and racial consciousness led to him making a
decision on his own not to use them anymore. He claimed that his friends know that
he “will be up in their faces” whenever he hears of them going to parties and using
alcohol and drugs. Griffin, thought back to his “punk skateboarder” days prior to
high school, where alcohol and drug use were a regular part of the culture. Although
he never related anything about his own alcohol or drug use, he explained that before
he got involved in extracurricular activities in high school:
I was off doing my own thing and I had much less self-esteem than I do now. 
I felt like everyone else was against me, but then being a part of the team and 
clubs at school, you don’t have the idea that everyone is not against you, but 
everyone could be for you if you just let them.
During his freshman year of high school, he worked at a skate park, in part to make a
little money but also because he got to skate for free. He explained that he became a
“flag waver for making positive decisions” and had confrontations in the context of
his job:
Heck, I loved it, but there were a lot of good skateboarders who followed the 
skateboarders stereotype. They would say that they were getting a drink, or
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smoking pot, or something like that. There are a lot of kids out there like 
that. I remember having to ask certain kids, “come on, what are you doing? 
You can't do that here, you can’t bring those things here.” I almost always 
look down on people who do those kinds of things. A lot of people break the 
rules because they depend on things like that as part of their identity. If I 
hear now that people are doing those kinds of things, I get really 
disappointed. I was fine myself distancing myself from them. I'm not sure 
that's the best thing to do anymore, but it's what I do. There have been people 
who I used to be pretty close friends with, or at least I thought I was friends 
with, that I hardly see any more.
Although he was not as combative as Justin was with his friends, Griffin also
explained how he went about finding the “right” answer and how he tried to
convince others to do the same. Their peers who did not see the “truth” that alcohol
or drug use is detrimental were confused by immaturity or social pressures, and
needed to be confronted in order to understand the truth. These responses exhibit the
characteristics of absolute knowing, although these students may have been hesitant
to discuss alcohol and drug use with a teacher at their school in any other terms.
Samuel selected a family controversy, very similar to the kind selected by all
of the females in the sample, and his explanation provided a useful contrast to the
explanations provided by the female students. Samuel was very close to his
grandfather, who died several years ago. While his grandfather was sick, family
members began to argue with his grandmother about various aspects of the will. The
result of the situation was that the entire family was angry with the grandmother and
considered her to be selfish. Samuel indicated that once his grandfather died, he
tried to sort out some of the family issues surrounding the situation:
I guess I didn't really find out what my grandma was about until he died. 
When he died I talked to my dad a lot about the whole situation, and he 
explained to me that grandma was pretty much trying to take the estate and 
everything. She tried to takes stocks and things like that, but they were
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protected in the estate. That really opened my eyes to her character, and what 
she is all about. It turned out that a lot of this was going on while he was still 
alive, and it really made me think negatively of her, especially after he died. 
Because he was someone I really cared a lot about. I guess I had a lot of 
people telling me different things about how to interpret things, but they were 
all on the same side as me.
When asked if he ever doubted the perspective of his immediate family, he replied:
No, not really. I was younger too, and some of the stuff that was going on 
went a little over my head. My family was very close to going to court to 
sort out what my grandpa had said on his deathbed. It really showed me what 
she was like, and how much she cared more about money than our family.
In this case, Samuel looked at the situation as one where he needed to discover the
“truth” of the situation, and was doing so based on his grandmother’s character.
Once he had discovered the true nature of her character, the situation turned into one
where one perspective was obviously right and the other was obviously wrong. This
approach to sorting out family issues stood in contrast to the approach taken by the
female participants, all of whom provided family arguments as examples during the
life history interview.
As female participants explained their life experiences, they revealed an
approach to determining the truth in a situation that was focused less on determining
a “right answer” and focused more on trying to bring resolution to the situation by
helping everyone else to recognize others perspectives on the situation. Katie shared
a family situation that revolved around her grandmother buying a new house and
allowing her youngest aunt, a new mother, to live in the house. Katie’s mother and
another aunt had some resentment toward the situation, feeling like they had gone
out and made their own way in the world, so their youngest sister should do the
same, without taking advantage of their mother. She felt like she needed to “have
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my mom’s back” in the situation and support her, and although she tried to avoid it
sometimes, Katie felt that she needed to get in the middle of things and be the
peacemaker sometimes. She questioned the approach that these family members
take toward sorting out their issues:
What bothers me is a lot of the time they’ll talk about it when they are mad, 
and they don't do the whole thing where they give it a day or two to think 
about it. They go at it, and at it, and at it, while they are mad. Then they'll 
hang up for a while, and then they call back and go at it again. Then my 
mom will hand me the phone because she's mad and can’t talk about it 
anymore, and I get stuck in the middle of it. So I always tell everyone to give 
it a couple of days, they get together and talk about it when they're not mad 
anymore.
Katie claimed to not like the drama associated with these family situations, but also
indicated a certain pride in being able to influence the situation:
Sometimes my grandma will call, and my mom won't want to talk to her 
because she's mad at her. So my grandma will ask me how I feel about the 
whole debate. She'll ask me if  she knows why my mom is mad at her, and 
whether or not I think that's right. I try to stay out of it mostly, but 
sometimes people just need to talk to me.
Amanda related a similar situation in her family. Her grandparents and aunt and
uncle on her mother’s side of the family, who live locally, do not talk with her
parents much anymore due to a long-standing feud. As a child, she felt the substance
of their feud was “dumb,” but also felt that a lot of it went over her head. Over time,
she had always wanted to take her parents’ side, but had recently started to become
more involved in trying to influence the situation in a positive way. As a child, her
parents did not want her involved, but after the recent birth of two new cousins,
Amanda had begun to think about how this argument will continue into the next
generation:
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Recently my aunt called my little sister to come over and watch their babies. 
And then my parents didn't want her to go over. It's hard, because I told them 
you should just let her go over there, and I told them why, because we should 
be able to try to make things better, especially with the new babies.
She admitted that her view of the situation is colored by the fact that she doesn’t
“want there to be hard feelings between people” and in her explanation of how she
interprets the “truth” in the situation, she said:
I usually just really take into account what is best for the family. I try to 
think about the reasoning behind people's choices, and I try to think about 
why they don't compromise, and I make my decisions from there. It seems 
like everyone’s perspective is so distorted from everything that has happened. 
Everyone’s reaction to the situation is actually worse than the situation itself.
Ashley’s thoughts on her family’s controversy related a similar theme. Her
maternal grandparents and aunt and uncle, who live downstate, are not speaking to
her family because of a long-standing argument. She questioned her parents’
perspective that her grandparents are “twisting things” as a part of the argument, but
instead related that “they know what has gone on, they just don’t think about the
fight the same way my parents do.” Ashley credited her mother with trying to
educate her and her sisters with the facts of the situation as she has gotten older, as
opposed to just trying to sway the girls to her side. For this reason, she was able to
take information gained from her mother and information gathered by some recent e-
mail contacts with her cousins and made her own decisions.
In the previous three examples, these participants exhibited characteristics of
independent ways of knowing through their desire to form more adult, independent
viewpoints. They had begun to see themselves as peers in these family situations,
able to form a credible viewpoint and exert their own influence to resolve family
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issues. Jessica explained a dynamic within her family that relates to this theme as
well. She is very close to her mother, in part because of a very messy divorce and
having to share caregiving responsibilities for her sick grandmother. Jessica’s true
passion in life is dance, and she and her mother have never agreed on how much
priority should be placed on dance-related activities. Now that she hoped to go
college next year and pursue dance as a minor, the disagreement had taken on new
urgency. Jessica saw the disagreement this way:
I think she's getting used to the fact that I'm growing up and am more 
independent. I'm going to college next year. She has pretty much told me 
what to do during my life, but I've been making a lot more of my own 
decisions recently. I think it's been hard for her to adjust. It’s also been an 
adjustment for me, as I have to take my own ideas more seriously.
When asked if  one of their two perspectives can be more “right” than the other, she
replied:
I considered the role that my mother is in, and the role that she has always 
played in my life, and I get an idea of where she is coming from. She has a 
good view on a lot of things, and she sees things from a more adult 
perspective than I do. At the same time, I have to weigh how I feel about it, 
the passion I feel, talk about that a lot with my friends, and so then I have to 
decide what to do. Both perspectives are right in their own way, so I have to 
take everything into account and trust my decision.
Throughout these examples, students provided stories of situations where
they claimed they were presented with conflicting accounts of what is true, and
needed to make a decision about it. In the first examples, provided by the males in
the sample, they indicated the existence of a “right answer” that could be discovered,
which is consistent with absolute knowing on the Epistemological Reflection Model.
In the family conflict stories provided by all of the female students, they suggested
beliefs more consistent with independent knowing on the Epistemological Reflection
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Model. In these situations, beliefs about the “truth” and their role in the situation 
seem to be linked with a growing sense of maturity and a changing view of their role 
in the family. In these ways, these female participants exhibited characteristics 
consistent with independent knowers.
Going back to the results from the MER and the epistemological interview, 
the males in this sample did not continue to exhibit the characteristics of absolute 
knowers when considering the situations they chose to share in the life history 
interview, while the females exhibited the characteristics of even higher 
epistemological levels. These observations about general student epistemological 
beliefs will later used to analyze ways of knowing in their historical understanding.
Historical Significance
In order to identify student ideas about historical significance, students 
completed a historical flash card activity with accompanying follow-up interview 
questions, and sat for two more interviews. This section will present the unfolding 
nature of student beliefs about historical significance and their underlying 
epistemological beliefs as they emerged during the study. First, student ideas about 
historical significance are presented that point to a set of underlying assumptions 
about the “story” of United States history. Next, student ideas about historical 
perspectives are presented as they emerged during three subsequent interviews: the 
interview that immediately followed the sorting of the historical flash cards, the 
positionality interview, and the life history interview.
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The historical flash card activity asked participants to select eight events out 
of twenty that they felt would be the most significant for inclusion on a rough 
timeline of United States history. The historical flash cards are presented in 
Appendix F. The choices for every student are included in Appendix J. When 
participants were finished making their selections, they were asked to explain their 
choices and their overall approach for choosing the events for inclusion on their time 
lines. The strongest theme that emerged from participant responses was that the 
events that are the most historically significant are those that have had the greatest 
impact on the most people and how they live today. This section will first describe 
the overall theme of significance as impact, and then focus more specifically on the 
“story” of United States history that emerged from their responses, including student 
ideas about: (1) defining our national origins, (2) progress on individual rights and 
freedoms, (3) technological progress, and (4) growth of our national character.
Impact on Past and Present
Participant responses to interview questions following the sorting of 
historical flash cards suggest that participants felt that the events that held the 
greatest historical significance in United States history are those that they felt 
impacted the greatest number of people and created the conditions for life today. 
Kameron said that her choices included those that “had the most direct effect on 
people, and not just the people at the time, but if  they continued to have an effect 
over time on people.” Ashley concurred:
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
96
The things that didn’t directly relate to us I didn’t have in my eight right 
away. The ones that I put in immediately were the big wars and stuff. 
Because those really directly affected the nation and even the people who 
were not directly in the war. So I put those in right away, like the Vietnam 
War and the American Revolution and stuff.
Amanda also used a similar approach:
What I mainly did was looked through them all, and grabbed the ones that I 
knew were important in the past. Then I started eliminating by ones that 
affected our society today. So I picked the ones that had the most impact on 
our world today. In my eyes, anyway.
Justin used a similar idea, but broadened his focus when he said that when
considering the significance of an event, he considered “how much did they change
the world, and what made us look back, and had an impact not only on our culture,
but on other cultures as well.” Overall, student ideas on the historical significance of
events focused on how that event contributed to the positive conditions in which
people in the United States live today. Therefore, events that are perceived as
significant are those that have resulted in growth or progress as a nation. Garrett
captures this general notion of significance when he said:
I just sort of separated the events into what I thought were really important 
and definitely changed America. And the other ones then that could have 
changed some things but not quite on the same scale.
Grant used the specific example of the rock-n-roll flash card when he said:
For instance, the Elvis one was important, but it didn’t change the world that 
much. That’s kind of how I thought about it. I thought, if that didn’t happen, 
would the world be any different today?
Other participant responses pointed to the idea of progress, exposing the 
assumption that these participants felt that the “story” of United States history was 
one of progress on many fronts, and the most significant events were those that
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initiated or facilitated that progress. Jessica claimed that when she was making her 
choices, she “picked out the ones that really affected our growth, so they really made 
us grow as a nation.” Jacqueline perhaps made this point most clearly when she 
explained, “I chose things that somehow change the path of history. Maybe 
something that caused something great to happen to make our country a better place 
to be.” This assumption of progress on many fronts was explicit in participant 
explanations of why they chose specific events. The following sections will address 
the varying notions of progress expressed by the participants, including our national 
origins, progress on extending individual rights and freedoms, technological 
progress, and the growth of our national character.
National Origins
Participant selections in the historical flash card activity and their subsequent 
explanations suggested the participants in this sample attributed a high level of 
significance to events that mark the origins of our country, particularly the American 
Revolution and the adoption of the Bill of Rights. Jessica captured a sentiment 
expressed by many of the participants when she said, “I would say the Constitution 
and the Revolutionary War are important. Because you get into how your nation 
began. Like how we started to form our country and everything.” Jacqueline echoed 
this sentiment when she explained why the Revolution was her first choice: “The 
first one that I thought was really important was the American Revolution. Because 
it's separated us from Great Britain, and it made us our own country that we are 
today.” Many participants suggested that it signified the beginning of the time line
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(as opposed to the de Soto and first Thanksgiving cards), and established some of the
basic assumptions on which the new nation would be built. Gavin provided an
insight into the Revolution as a beginning to the story of United States history:
The American Revolution was my fifth choice. I picked this one because it 
was the starting point of the United States, and it showed we could to 
anything we wanted, and like were going to do anything like we wanted 
when we won this war. And since winning this war, we have grown up to be 
one of the most powerful nations in the world.
Gavin connected the idea of the country’s origins with the idea of progress. Several
participants then focused the idea of progress on the establishment and development
of individual rights and freedoms. Samuel indicated this in his explanation of why
he selected the Bill of Rights:
I focused on turning points. The Bill of Rights kind of focused on how 
America was started. It is what we set out to do in the first place. Is what we 
wanted to gain from Britain, besides our independence. So I picked that.
Grant also defined the significance of our national origins in terms of the
expansion of individual rights and freedoms:
The first one was the American Revolution. It kind of shows today that 
America got their freedom from Britain. If that didn't happen, we could still 
be a part of Britain right now, and under their rules. America wouldn't be 
like it is today.
On a concrete level, participants found the American Revolution and the 
adoption of the Bill of Rights as significant because they marked the logical 
beginning of a timeline of United States history. On a more abstract level, the 
participants saw these foundational events as symbolic of American values, 
especially in terms of the spread of individual rights and freedoms.
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During the flash card activity, students overwhelmingly selected events as
significant that showed American concern for individual rights and freedoms,
including their establishment in the Bill of Rights, and social movements such as the
fight for Women’s Suffrage and the Civil Rights movement. Many participants
emphasized concern for rights and freedoms as a defining element since the
beginnings of United States history, making the United States exceptional in the
world. Jessica said that she selected the Bill of Rights as one of her choices “because
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are what we go by on a day-to-day basis.”
Ashley provided a clear explanation of the exceptional nature of the United States in
this regard when she said that she selected the Bill of Rights because “that’s what
gives us all of our rights. That’s what separates us from extreme countries like
Afghanistan where people don’t have a lot of rights.” This American concern for
rights has also extended outside of our borders, according to Griffin:
Then I also picked the civil rights movement. It was kind of the same thing. 
Along the same lines. Everyone is equal, and that's a big idea that changed 
the world, because not every country in the world is like that. Or, for people 
to be considered equal, it was hard because I was even thinking of women's 
suffrage, because it was kind of the same thing, male-female, is just like 
Black and White. That's what changed this country, and makes it what it is.
Implicit in these participant explanations was an assumption that society in
the United States provides more or less equal opportunities for all people, with the
Women’s Suffrage movement and the Civil Rights movement working to help
women and African-Americans, who did not initially enjoy these rights, make
progress toward realizing this ideal. Participants generally suggested that perfect
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
100
equality does not yet exist, but that these social movements got the country moving
in the right direction. Jessica suggested that she felt that the Civil Rights movement
was significant “because it brought America to a point where people are more equal.
I kind of tied that one with women's right to vote because it also brought everyone
more to the same level with White men.” Samuel, in an unintentionally amusing
way, explained that the Women’s Suffrage movement was significant because “that's
like a turning point, for all of mankind, because they found out that women can be
just as smart as men. They changed the whole world, about how people view
women. It also changed the United States.” On a more political note, Amanda
explained that a woman’s having the right to vote “is creating more equality today,
so everyone has a say in our government and democracy.”
The Civil Rights movement, selected in the flash card activity by every
participant in the study except for one, was often mentioned in reverent tones and
several students identified Dr. Martin Luther King as a personal hero of theirs.
Gavin captured the general assumption of these participants when he explained:
I thought it was a big thing in US history because it was a turning point for 
the U.S. for how we treat everyone, and now, how everyone is pretty much 
now is equal. When this was going on, everyone really wasn't as equal.
Garrett, one of the students who held Dr. King in very high regard, explained
his choice of the Civil Rights movement:
The Civil Rights movement was another big one. The movement with Martin 
Luther King, Jr., he is a personal hero of mine, and what he did it for African 
Americans at that time, showed how courageous he was, and he really change 
things. We wouldn't be anywhere without him now. The slaves would be 
free and everything, but they wouldn't be treated equal or have the same 
rights that we do.
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He even used his reverence for King in his explanation of the significance of the Bill 
of Rights:
The Bill of Rights is a big one, because it really outlines our thoughts as a 
society on how everyone needs to be treated. It's kind of like a standard that 
has been set that everyone would be equal, well except for some people until 
Martin Luther King came along. So I felt that that one was really important.
Despite the support for this overall theme of progress in the field of extending
rights and freedoms to women and African-Americans, two students took the
opportunity to critique their history textbooks and courses on their handling of these
subjects. Kameron, whose grasp of the details of United States history was often
fuzzy, did offer some thoughts about the lack of treatment of the Women’s Suffrage
movement and the Civil Rights movement in history:
Well, I think it's important to leam about your presidents and your wars, 
because it has created the path that we are on today, our society. But I think 
we should leam more about Martin Luther King, because I think, you know 
you've learned about Abraham Lincoln, and the whole emancipation, and his 
whole right of voting for slaves, but at the same time he had slaves. Now 
why can't we leam about Martin Luther King? He wasn't a slave and fought 
for equal rights. He was involved, and I just think that's important. Because 
it was a step further. I know, we learned about women's rights, but then we 
get them and we just sort of disappear. What about what's going on now?
She went on to elaborate about the “disappearing” act of women in textbooks and the
curriculum as a whole:
I think everything that we leam about plays a role. I don't think there's 
anything that's too minute that shouldn't be in a textbook. I think there are 
things that should be added, I think there was a little bit in our book about 
Eleanor Roosevelt, I think there was a little paragraph about her, but then 
when I was doing a project, I learned that she had this huge role, and I had no 
idea. So I think there are things that they could add, rather than subtract.
Despite her mistaken belief that Lincoln was a slaveowner, Kameron raised
critical points about her history education. Justin, the only African-American
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participant in the study, raised similar concerns about some of these ideas about
history and problems with history courses. He explained that he almost did not
select the Bill of Rights as a significant event because “I don't really like that because
it states that people are created equal, but they didn't include Black people or
anything, so it doesn't really say what it is supposed to say.” He was very openly
critical of his United States history class because of the lack of treatment of the Civil
Rights movement in class:
I would like to see more, I don't know how to say this, civil rights kind of 
stuff. Because, no disrespect, we leam about White people all day. Not once 
did my teacher mention Black history month, or anything like that, or any 
acknowledgment. I only see White posters in her room, I don't see any 
Martin Luther King, I only see some of Saddam holding a rocket launcher, 
which is all nice and everything but you also need to teach the other side. 
We’re not doing that.
Despite these two criticisms, most participants assumed that the United States 
is defined by our concern for individual rights and freedoms. Among all of the 
participants, even the two that offered criticism of the treatment of history that they 
were studying, the significant stories were the efforts of oppressed people to attain 
equality, not the efforts of oppressors to deny them those rights. In their discussions 
of the significance of the Women’s Suffrage movement, there was no mention of the 
actions taken to ensure a male-dominated society. In their discussions of the Civil 
Rights movement, there is no discussion of the actions taken to ensure a White- 
dominated society. This emphasis on social movements by oppressed groups 
pointed to the overall idea of progress toward our current state of perceived equality 
for all Americans, and historical events that illustrate progress toward the current 
state of affairs are considered highly significant.
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Participant choices on the historical flash card activity and their discussion of
their choices suggested that they see technology as playing a defining role in
contemporary American culture, and those historical events that contribute to
technological development hold a lot of significance. Although no technology-
related historical events were selected by a majority of participants, all participants
picked at least one, and many suggested that their choice “covered” the importance
of technology in American society. Explanations of the importance of historical
events related to technology fell into two broad themes. First, participants explained
that these technologies are very much in use today, and modem life would be
impossible without them. Second, some participants tried to be more philosophical
about the role of technology over time and in contemporary life.
A common theme in participant ideas about the technology-related historical
flash cards was that the development of these technologies was very significant
because they could not imagine life without them today. Kameron incorporated
some of the technologies together:
I thought they were all important. Like, the inventions were really important, 
because they impact our everyday life. Like the cars, the computers, the light 
bulb, we use that every day, and some people couldn't imagine life before the 
light bulb.
Grant offers similar ideas about the development of the automobile:
Then I have the development of cars, because I figured without cars, how 
would we be getting around? We would be getting around like we used to, 
on horses or walking, and we wouldn't get to all the places that we would 
today.
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He also mentions the computer:
The next was computers, because computers are a huge thing of our 
technology. Almost everything is on the computer now. Like at school, now 
they even take attendance on computers. It seems like everything is on 
computers now, so they are very important to the world.
Ashley began to discuss the light bulb in a similar way, and then branched off
into a “big picture” approach to the effects of these technologies on contemporary
society:
School would be pretty dark without light bulbs! Because if  that hadn't 
happened, you wonder about other things that wouldn't have happened. 
Because that led onto other things. The airplane is another one like that. The 
airplane helped in all the wars, like World War II, and I know it was a big 
deal when we started using planes for travel and sending exports, and things 
like that. So that was really an important development.
Implicit in participant responses that focused on this big-picture approach
continued to be the idea that technological advancement results in progress. Even
Justin, who has adopted a very critical view of United States history and current
foreign policy, seemed to concur:
First of all, the technology ones are important. Computers have had a major 
impact on our society. That demonstrated how our culture and our 
technology increases or advances every year. That's significant because new 
weapons are being created, new medicines are being created, and that kind of 
thing. So that has an impact.
Justin mentioned the development of new weapons as a function of 
technological progress, but did not tie this idea to his critical views of American 
foreign policy. Samuel took perhaps the broadest view of the participants when 
considering the significance of technology when he contrasted the kinds of events 
that people his parents’ or grandparents’ age would select with his own:
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I'm sure they would pick all the wars, because they’ve experienced more of 
those, and that’s a big significant way that you learn. Things that they 
haven't thought about, like how much technology has really taken over their 
life, me, I have grown up in technology. So my parents have no idea. My 
mom can't even turn on a computer. She can’t really see the full significance, 
because they didn’t grow up in technology, and can't see how it has really 
changed the world. Cell phones. Computers. Laptops.
While some of the participants mentioned the development of more advanced
weapons in their discussions about the significance of the technology-oriented
events, none indicated that technological advancements amounted to anything but
progress. Garrett, who considers history one of his favorite subjects in large part due
to the opportunities he has had to travel to a variety of world heritage sites with his
family, suggested that technological progress is one of his primary areas of interest
in world history, not just United States history:
I think the people in the ancient world were kind of naive, compared to now. 
Everything now is so much better. At least we think we have it better and 
know so much more. But it's just kind of cool learning about them learning 
about what we now know. Like all of their theories on astronomy and stuff.
I find that kind of interesting.
Throughout participant responses regarding technology-oriented events was a 
strong assumption of the beneficial nature of technological advancement. Life in the 
United States today is more comfortable and convenient because of technological 
progress. This assumption was unchallenged in participant responses, and gave 
additional significance to historical events that have promoted this progress or have 
resulted in useful breakthroughs.
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Included in the collection of historical flash cards are historical events that
could represent adversity and conflict. As shown already, the Women’s Suffrage
movement and the Civil Rights movement were incorporated into the larger story of
American concern for individual rights and freedoms by viewing them as brave
struggles by women and African-Americans rather than efforts to maintain male and
White supremacy. Viewing these movements in this way was consistent with the
assumption of progress in United States history. Participants exhibited other means
of reconciling adversity and conflict in their consideration of the Great Depression
and the Vietnam War. A majority of students, seven, selected the Great Depression
as one of the most significant events, while six selected the Vietnam War. Garrett
suggested that events like this present evidence of American resolve:
I also picked the Great Depression, which showed, it says on the card that 
was the worst depression that we faced, and it lasted a long time, it really 
affected our economy and really tested the young nation at the time. So I felt 
it was something that showed that we were really able to survive, get through 
it, and become one of the great world powers. I thought that was a big one.
In this case, Garrett suggested that the Depression was significant because it showed
strength of character. Gavin echoed this sentiment when he said: “I picked the
Depression because it showed that America can bounce back from something this
great. It shows how strong America was, even after the Depression.” Although all
participants who selected the Great Depression as one of the most significant events
understood that it was a low point in United States history, it did not seem to
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significantly alter their overall story of progress. Grant used a slightly different
approach when describing his selection:
Then I put the Depression on there. It kind of shows that we weren't always 
doing good. That people did go through hard times, which is important to 
remember because we don't want to go through a time like that again.
Grant’s approach of considering the Depression as significant because it presented us
in the present with a lesson from the past was used by many of the participants in
their consideration of the Vietnam War. Garrett exemplified this when he said:
[War] greatly changes us. When you look at it, it helps us leam from our 
mistakes, because if  we write it down and remember it. You won't repeat it. 
You know, they say that history repeats itself if you don't know about it, so 
you don't wanna fall into that mistake again. If we leam about it the first 
time, then hopefully it won't happen again.
Griffin applied this “need to leam a lesson” approach to the Vietnam War and
the need to leam it now in the current political climate:
The wars kind of unite the nation. If it doesn't, usually it doesn't go too well. 
In Vietnam, with the separate ideas out there, and how some people thought 
one way, and the other, and then, we were unsuccessful in that war. In wars, 
we usually try to unite the nation, like the civil war. Most deaths that have 
happened to Americans were because we were fighting each other. And the 
wars are usually fought over issues, sometimes even over social issues, like 
9/11, and the whole terrorist thing. Because they don't like the way we live, 
or the way we do things every day. They did something about it. We need to 
come together or we could lose this time, too.
Another significant reason that participants shared for selecting these two 
events was because they had family members who were directly influenced by them. 
This dynamic will be explored more fully in the next sections. When considered 
together, the participants in this study exhibited a similar set of assumptions about 
the story of United States history, which shaped their ideas about what events are 
historically significant and why. In general, the story of United States history is one
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of progress, one embodied by the events surrounding the origins of our country, and 
the expansion of individual rights and freedoms and technological progress. Student 
thinking about these events is shaped by this assumption of progress, and critical 
interpretations of these events are largely absent. The Women’s Suffrage movement 
and the Civil Rights movement were considered solely in terms of progress toward 
individual rights and freedoms and not in terms of efforts to suppress those rights 
and freedoms. Other events that could question the assumption of progress, such as 
the Great Depression or the Vietnam War, were considered in terms of how they 
helped build character by going through adversity, or as mistakes not to be made 
again. In all, a critical perspective was largely absent in student responses to this 
activity, and even when participants selected events that could potentially challenge 
their assumptions about the “story” of United States history, they instead 
incorporated these events into their stories.
Ways of Knowing in the Historical Flash Card Activity
In the interview that followed the sorting of the historical flash cards, 
participants were posed with a series of questions asking them to describe their 
overall approach to selecting the historical events, and asking them to consider how 
different kinds of people might go about completing the activity. The interview 
guide can be found in Appendix G. Student responses to these questions suggested 
several beliefs that are consistent with students being identified as largely absolute 
knowers according to the Epistemological Reflection Model. First, participants
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suggested that they believed that people would see events as historically significant 
if they had some sort of personal interest in the topic or it was connected to their own 
experiences or the experiences of family members. Significance was largely viewed 
as a matter of interest and personal connection to one’s own experience. Students 
also described a rough developmental framework for ideas about historical 
significance that evolved over the course of one’s life that revealed specific 
epistemological beliefs.
The idea of personal interest first became apparent as participants discussed 
how young children would go about selecting events. Since children have learned 
fewer things about history, or not dealt with history in as much depth, their selections 
were restricted. It was difficult to weigh the validity of people’s perspectives 
because they are all coming from different places. Jessica captured the idea of a 
progression of perspectives becoming more valid with age when she said, “I'm sure 
that as a child, you don't know as much as you do when you get older, or as much as 
I would now.” Younger children had naive perspectives because they are bound to 
their childish interests and lack of knowledge. Garrett suggested that he would have 
selected the Wright Brothers as one of his events because he “was fascinated with 
planes when I was a little kid.” Ashley concurred when she said: “When you're 
younger, you might have a more imaginative or childish view of things. So 
Thanksgiving might be more important to you than the Constitution.” Justin, the 
African-American student who took on a critical perspective when thinking about 
history class, summed it up this way:
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I think I would've picked the same things, but I would have probably, like it 
because I probably wouldn't have understood what they meant, I would've 
been a little bit naive. I would've picked the same things, but they would've 
been in a different order. I probably would have picked a Bill of Rights, but I 
wouldn't have understood what it meant. I wouldn't know how it would 
apply to me, or didn't apply to me. That probably would have been my 
number one choice.
When considering how people their own age would make their selections, 
students in this sample suggested that they were prone to do more analysis, but 
would still focus more on events and topics that held more personal interest for them, 
or they felt more personally connected to through the experiences of their family 
members. Amanda, who has an interest in becoming a nurse someday, explained 
that she selected the discovery of the polio vaccine as one of her events: “I think 
polio because, I'm not sure it's really significant, we don't get it today because of the 
vaccination that was created, but I'm into that stuff so I thought it was important.” 
Grant explained that he selected the Great Depression as one of his events because of 
long conversations with his grandfather, who had immigrated to the United States 
lfom Italy:
It's just kind of cool to know about. I like to know about what happened to 
my grandpa, because he went through things that I will never go through. It's 
just cool to know that he actually did go through those things. He also talks 
about why and what happened.
When asked to elaborate on the kinds of things his grandfather had lived through,
Grant explained:
When he got here, it was during the Depression. So he was struggling for 
work, and trying to find work, and then he got married at 20, and things were 
just starting to get better. He also had six kids and lived in a small house. He 
also had worked two jobs. So it kind of makes me think about how lucky I 
am, that I just have to work one job, and it's just to save up money. And I get 
to see my dad. I think it's good for us to be able to see his father.
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To continue on this theme, students in this sample suggested that older 
people, people their parents’ or grandparents’ ages, had more valid perspectives on 
historical significance because their experiences had, essentially, shown them the 
“true” significance of these historical events. In effect, they had the “right answers.” 
None of the participants suggested that older people construct knowledge or analyze 
the world differently, but simply have more personal connection to the events and 
more information. Some participants still saw the older generation’s choices as 
significant just because they had lived through them. Katie suggested that her 
grandmother would select the Women’s Suffrage movement as a significant activity 
because: “I think that if they've gone through it and have had to deal with the civil 
rights movement or suffrage. They probably have a stronger feeling for it. So they 
probably think it's more important.” Jacqueline concurred when explaining why her 
parents and grandparents would select specific wars: “They would probably focus 
more on the wars. Different events like the Vietnam War, which I didn't pick.
Maybe World War II, they would see that is more significant. Those happened 
during their times.” Samuel presented a twist on this perspective when he suggested 
that his generation might be more able to take on the long-term perspective when 
considering the significance of the computer and what he refers to as the “wireless 
world”:
I have kind of been able to see how things have changed during my lifetime. 
But when you are younger, like seven or eight years old, you have been 
around the entire time that cell phones have been a part of life. Now, they 
even have little kiddie cell phones that hold only two numbers, 911 and their 
home numbers. So they have grown up with technology.
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In this case, younger children would not be able to assess the significance of
new technologies because they have been a fact of life throughout their experience
and these children do not have any experiences to contrast this with. Adults are also
unable to fully assess the significance of new technologies because of their ignorance
of how to use the technology and the fact that their lifestyles have not changed that
much as a result. Samuel’s response suggested that this historical perspective is not
merely a function of age or advanced analytical abilities, but of experience.
At the end of this interview, participants were asked about the historical
knowledge that came from outside of school and its relative importance to their
historical understanding. In almost all cases, students in this sample suggested that
the perspectives of their older relatives supplemented their own historical
understanding, including their studies of history in school. In some cases, this
additional knowledge supported their absolute beliefs. Amanda exemplified this
outlook when comparing the relative importance of historical knowledge obtained
inside and outside of school:
I think there are equal. I know some of them, you remember more than 
others, like I said in my classes, I don't feel like I learned much does it 
usually just lectures. But when my grandpa ties and with today versus the 
past, and I hear the experiences that he has had, I learn and remember more 
of it. Like if I take a test or something, I usually based my answer off of 
something that I heard from my grandpa. It helps me remember a lot of those 
things.
Katie suggested that this kind of knowledge helped justify her perspective on
history as she also talked about the relative importance of these historical sources:
I think it's just as important. It's a direct effect of what happened. It's not like 
you can just know something happened, but you can say my grandma lived 
during this time, and told me that she experienced this and blah blah blah.
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It’s kind of like when people talk about the Holocaust, with family who is 
actually involved in, like their great-grandparents may been a part of it.
Others, however, also suggested ideas that are more consistent with
transitional knowing in this context. Within transitional knowing, the “truth” can be
seen as partially certain and partially uncertain. Historical knowledge, as presented
in school, can be seen as objective or unbiased, and this knowledge can be combined
with the personal experience of relatives to form a bigger picture. There is a body of
factual information about history and historical events that is objective, true, and
leamable, but this other personal knowledge exists as well, that provides insights into
the factual information and describes how these historical events played out for real
people. Ashley suggested this perspective when she discussed the long stories her
grandparents relate whenever she sees them. She differentiated between the history
she learns in school and the history she learns from her grandparents:
Well, in school, you get the more factual stuff, which is good. So you can get 
the straight facts on the story, but it's a lot more interesting listening to my 
grandparents, because it has their view, and it's a story, instead of a long list 
of what happened. You also get a lot more of the emotion, instead of just 
being told what happened. When you hear about it in school, you don't 
always get a sense of what the people went through, which I think is just as 
important.
Ashley suggested the roles that these sources of knowledge play when she 
finished by saying that both sources are important because “I think it’s really 
important to learn stories from them, and know what actually happened.” Justin had 
a unique perspective on this dynamic, due to his frustrations about the exclusion of 
Black history in his United States history class, and in the field of history in general. 
Justin suggested that the perspective of his older family members has been crucial to
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his own historical understanding. In many cases, his family was the only source of
“true” history. His aunt, a one-time friend of Chicago Black Panthers leader Fred
Hampton, had been very influential. Justin expressed frustration about the
inaccuracies and stereotypes that surround Black history:
People go around, people have these ideas that aren't historically correct. 
People think that the Black Panthers were a Black supremacy group. No, 
they weren't! Not whatsoever. They were a group that helped African- 
Americans out, they set up clinics and educational opportunities, but people 
don't have the right knowledge or don't care to know what's going on. So that 
kind of bothers me, because people have no knowledge of what's going on 
and they think they know the true story.
Samuel summed up this perspective as well when he explained why younger
people would not choose the development of the polio vaccine as historically
significant, while older adults might:
I'll bet they don't even know what polio is. It never was an epidemic during 
their lifetime... [adults] lived through its and they saw different friends, get 
it, and saw the effects. We just sort of learn about it in a book, and we say, 
oh, there was polio. We don't really understand. We did not live through it, 
so they can tell us whatever they want about it, but it doesn't give us the 
whole story.
When asked about questioning the validity of the knowledge of older people
who had different personal experiences during the times when polio was a threat,
Samuel suggested that this was not really possible:
I don't really think so. If you are saying that one is correct, you are saying 
that one person's perspective is better than another person's. But you could 
say something about polio, that someone died from polio, and you are saying 
that their dad's perspective, is somehow better than someone who had no 
family members die. So you are looking at polio as being something terrible, 
my son died or my daughter died, versus someone was an impacted the same 
way... You can't really compare their two perspectives, because they viewed 
two different things.
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The epistemological themes that emerged during the flash card activity 
interviews suggested the need to explore the idea of historical perspectives further 
with the participants. Although still generally operating as absolute knowers, 
participants suggested that students developed perspectives or opinions on history 
based on their interests and personal connections.
Ways of Knowing in the Positionality Interview
In order to explore these personal connections further, participants were 
presented with various elements of their own positionalities, and asked how these 
elements influenced their view of the world and history. The interview guide for the 
positionality interview can be found in Appendix H.
Results from this interview suggested that participants had some 
understanding of historical perspectives and the nature of historical knowledge. As 
participants were asked to describe how various elements of positionality influenced 
their perspectives, several themes emerged. Participants still suggested that the 
various elements dictated the level of interest or attention that they and other students 
would pay to historical events and social issues. They went on to elaborate, 
however, that people that pay more attention to these events and issues have thought 
more deeply about them, probably learned more about them, and perhaps had a more 
credible perspective on them. This perspective suggests that truth about historical 
knowledge can be challenged, exhibiting the characteristics of transitional knowers.
Gavin suggested that males and females may form different perspectives on 
the significance of historical events because they may pay attention to or “prioritize”
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things differently. For instance, a female student might attribute more importance to
the Women’s Suffrage movement than a male student. When asked if one of these
perspectives is more valid or correct than the other, he replied “I suppose if a girl felt
more strongly about it, and researched it more, her perspective is probably better.”
Jessica explained that she was once in a history class with an African-American
friend of hers, and wondered on occasion how he was reacting to some of the content
of the course, especially when they studied slavery and the Civil War. Although all
students were expected to “learn the same things” in the course, she knew that he
must be thinking about things differently. When asked if one perspective on the
significance of these events was more valid than the other, she replied:
You keep asking that! I certainly have to respect his perspective on that, 
because it's something that he might feel very connected to. Some other 
people in the class have perspectives, but I don't think they've thought about 
them very much. I would also expect him, and everyone else, to respect my 
perspective on things too.
In both of these cases, students considered that certain perspectives might be
better than others. In both cases, what differentiated the quality of someone’s
perspective is the amount of attention and depth of thought that has gone into
developing that perspective. Griffin thought about a current issue in much the same
way. He stated that his thinking on the illegal immigration issue was influenced by
the fact that he has one German parent and one Mexican parent:
I got my own opinion about that, mostly because I think in some ways, those 
are my own people. These are people, then I'm a distant relation to their 
crossing and in crossing of the country, so I guess I feel that my opinion on it 
is very important. On other things, though, I'm not as sure. I do see the other 
side of the story though, and that influences my opinion on it also.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
117
When asked if  his perspective was more valid or correct, Griffin responded: 
“Maybe. I suppose I care more about it and have thought more about it. There are a 
lot of ignorant, biased people out there who just have their opinion and that’s it. 
Everyone’s entitled to their opinion, though.” Although Griffin backed away from 
judgment of other people’s opinions at the end, he also suggested that some 
perspectives were the result of bias and ignorance, and were probably not as valid as 
those that come from caring and deep thought. The quality of perspectives was 
based on depth of thought and possibly knowing more about the subject as a result.
Results from this interview also suggested that some students also question 
the nature of the school curriculum and the resources that are utilized. In this way, 
some students, in particular students whose positionalities identify them as “others” 
throughout history, exhibited characteristics of independent knowers. None of the 
students suggested that they had ever discussed these perspectives with their 
teachers, but they were certainly becoming aware of how the curriculum and 
classroom resources influenced their historical understanding. Underlying this lack 
of assertiveness still appeared to be the assumption that their primary duty was still 
to be a student in a history class as opposed to someone who was concerned about 
the effect these classroom structures would have on their historical understanding. 
These themes were especially apparent when students thought about their gender and 
racial and ethnic identification. In this way, these students showed signs of 
understanding the constructed nature of historical knowledge.
In the previous section, Justin lamented the lack of African-American history 
in the curriculum, and how he had to rely on members of his family and church
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community to gain a true understanding of the Black experience in the United States.
Understanding of history was essential for the development of self-identity,
particularly for African-Americans because:
For African-Americans, it is very difficult to be able to know who you link 
back to back in Africa. Everyone's name got changed. We have to work 
harder than to know who we are and where we came from. It is hard to 
know.
But, he considered the history courses taught at this school to be “White history” that
he needed to supplement with information from outside sources. This was
problematic for him, and he drew a distinction between how he and White students
come to understand history:
For me, it focuses a lot on what my forefathers had to endure. As I reflect, I 
recognize that day he worked hard to open doors for me that were never open 
for them. They had struggles, trials and tribulations, unlike the White people 
who did not have nearly as much to worry about. Looking at history, then, 
makes me appreciate what they did for me, where a White student wouldn't 
feel that.
Griffin, the student with one German parent and one Mexican parent, also
saw the exclusion of the experience of different groups problematic with the way
history is traditionally presented. He provided an example:
Something that comes to mind would be, when Cortez came over and fought 
against the Aztecs in Mexico, or the Spanish fighting in South America. I 
don't know where I'm going with this, but I think because of my ethnicity. I 
have a different perspective on it. There's probably a lot about my genes, the 
color of my skin, the color of my hair that was influenced by those events. I 
guess it makes me pick out different events as being important, or as me 
connecting to them. I see them is directly connected to the way I am, and the 
way I look.
Justin and Griffin were the only two students in the sample who identified 
themselves as anything but “White,” “Caucasian” or of European heritage. Within
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the historical flash card interviews and the positionality interviews, all female
students likewise made a note of the lack of “women’s history” in the curriculum.
This bothered some of the participants to the extent that they felt that history class
might be more interesting if  women were discussed more, and others gave
indications that they understood how their historical thinking was influenced by this
dynamic. When asked if  women or women’s rights were studied in her United States
history class, Ashley observed:
Not really. Barely hardly any at all. We'll be reading through a chapter or 
something in a little section will show up that talks about women's rights or 
something. We’ll learn about it for about five minutes, and then it's back to 
the main subject. Which is usually about males.
When asked why she thought this was the case, she replied:
I think everyone's just sort of used to being a story about men. There have 
been plenty of female historical figures, but we don't really focus on them. 
They didn't get much recognition back then, so as history has gone through 
time, all of that information has sort of faded away. The contributions of 
women are now smaller things, and because there is so much to learn in class 
we don't have the opportunity to learn about that.
Finally, when asked if  the lack of women in history bothered her, Ashley replied:
In class, it doesn't really faze me or anything. One day we were talking in 
class about how presidents are all big fat rich White men. Well maybe they 
weren’t all fat, but they were all White men. I just kind of go along with it 
really. I don't really sit in class and get all philosophical and ask “why is it 
all about the guys?” If you're learning about Rosa Parks or some women's 
topic, you'll think, “oh yes! girls rock!” but then you go back into thinking 
about the actual event.
Several of the female participants suggested that the inclusion of women’s 
contributions throughout history might make their studies of history more engaging 
and relevant to them. For example, Jessica suggested:
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I think if we spent more time talking about women trying to get the right to 
vote, or other women's issues, you might make her experiences a little bit 
different. I don't know, it might make some of the girls connect more to the 
class or think more about history, if there was more history about us in there.
Within this sample overall, male students often saw race as a significant
factor in the development of historical perspective, but did not see gender as a
significant factor. Several mentioned that female students might be more interested
in topics dealing with women’s history, such as the Women’s Suffrage movement,
but did not indicate that there were serious differences in the development of
historical perspective between men and women. Gavin, for instance, said, “I just
think, overall they see things the same way, but they might prioritize things
differently.” Garrett suggested that a woman’s perspective on history might be
different:
In some cases maybe. Like if  we are talking about women’s rights or 
something, they understand them differently because it affects them 
differently. I have to respect their perspective. I don’t know if  theirs is better 
than mine. Maybe I can be more objective.
Justin, who discussed the influence of the history curriculum on the
development of his historical perspective just above, felt some empathy for women
and how they must encounter history when he said, “I know that males are more
known in history, being of a different race, I suppose I can understand how women
see things differently, because I'm different myself.” He differentiated his ability to
empathize with m y own when he followed with:
No disrespect, but you're White, so you're not in a situation where history 
shows that anything is wrong with you. The women couldn't vote back in 
history, and many Blacks couldn't vote until the 1950s. Some states, in 
particular. So I suppose I can really relate to women in that regard.
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Despite their observations about the role of women in the history curriculum 
and in their history classes, the female participants all exhibited an underlying 
assumption that their primary responsibility was still as a history student and that 
they still needed to learn the history being taught. Jacqueline suggested that the 
history being taught was still “important and relevant” because “they are still 
important things that happen to our country. Even if  it doesn't directly relate to me.
Is still relates to a lot of people in society. I have to respect that.” Amanda 
suggested that although her perspective was different than that of the males in the 
class and how the curriculum was constructed, it was still her responsibility to learn 
history as it was being taught: “You can understand equally, if you really put your 
mind to it.”
The epistemological beliefs that emerged during the positionality interview 
suggested the need to explore the idea of historical perspective further with the 
participants. Although most students in the sample held fairly standard, uncritical 
ideas about the story of United States history, students who identified with racial or 
ethnic affiliations other than White and female exhibited characteristics of 
transitional or independent knowing. Combined with the conclusion from the 
historical flash card interview that people consider historical events that they or a 
family member have experienced more significant, questions were developed for the 
life history interview to ask participants to explain their thinking about historical 
events that had occurred during their lifetimes.
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During the life history interview, participants were asked to select a national
or international event that they recall from their lifetimes and discuss its historical
significance and how they reconcile competing perspectives on it. All participants
who were interviewed selected the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001 as the
most historically significant event of their lifetimes. In general, participant responses
about the significance of the 9/11 attacks exhibited the characteristics of transitional
knowers. In their discussions of the current political landscape and varying
perspectives on the aftermath of 9/11, some participants exhibited the characteristics
of independent or even contextual knowing.
Throughout their explanations of the significance of the 9/11 attacks,
participants suggested that a series of events took place, and that the truth of these
facts were pretty well established, or can be verified. People with personal
connections to the events who tell their stories add a degree of human interest and
personal perspective to the facts. In general, when people disagreed or told different
stories about the 9/11 attacks, it was because people had different opinions about
politics, the reasons behind the attacks, or the events which have taken place since.
These ideas were generally characteristic of transitional knowers. Katie suggested
this difference between facts and opinions when she said:
Well, there are facts. People know what happened, like the truth. There's 
numbers and facts and people that did it, and there isn't really a way that you 
can fake it. It's a major topic, and people might have their own opinions 
about why it happened, like maybe some people thought we had it coming 
and deserved it, and other people will say that the terrorists had no reason to 
do what they did. The basic facts of what happened, everyone will agree.
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Jessica agreed with the premise that there are verifiable facts about the 9/11 
attacks, but also noted that subsequent events and politics influence how people view 
these facts:
I think a lot of the facts about 9/11 are pretty established, but a lot of what 
happened afterwards not been resolved. Like right now we are at war in Iraq, 
I know it's not really related to 9/11, but I think that some things have 
happened as a result of that will color how we view 9/11.
Garrett suggested some possible sources of varying opinions on the attacks
and their aftermath when he said:
There certainly are different perspectives. There are a lot of views of what 
happened. The story of what happened is pretty clear, but I think the real lot 
of different perspectives from people who had family members on the planes, 
or from people who are from different countries, or views about the origins of 
the people who did these things. Even our views as Americans will all be 
different.
Students in this sample were obviously very tuned in to the highly political
nature of interpretations of the 9/11 attacks, and reacted in very different ways.
Student responses emphasized the difficulty in sorting through all of the conflicting
messages to discover the facts and form their own views. Samuel suggested that
people’s perspectives on whether or not the United States “deserved” the 9/11
attacks were shaped by their views of the United States in general:
The story is the same, I mean the same thing happened; it's just interpreted 
differently by different people. If you look at all of the good things that 
America has done, you will probably support the innocent side. If you 
criticize the United States all the time, you would probably see it as 
something that maybe was more deserved.
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Jessica, who discussed current issues and politics with her mother quite a bit,
explained how a person’s politics will influence their judgment of the facts presented
in the media and their perspectives on the 9/11 attacks:
The media only presents us with so much, or there is only so much that 
people can take in. That's what my mom tells me, and she doesn't care much 
for George Bush. I think people will only really know what the media will 
tell us. People’s views of things will be shaped by their views about what's 
going on in general. People who like George Bush will see things in a more 
positive way and believe that it’s true, and people that don't like George Bush 
will focus on the negative information.
Most of the students in this sample viewed the knowledge construction 
process as an extension of a person’s politics. Justin did not feel that this process 
influenced the true story of the 9/11 attacks much when he said: “I don't think they're 
going to be all that important because they are not the truth. Interpretations don't 
change what really happened.” When students discussed this topic, they spent a 
considerable amount of time talking about the problems sorting through all of the 
media coverage of the 9/11 attacks and their aftermath. When deciding who to 
listen to and who to believe when getting his information on the subject, Garrett 
shared:
I think a lot of people agree that what has happened since then has been 
controversial. A lot of people question whether not we should have gone to 
war in the Middle East, and a lot of other people feel like we just went about 
it the wrong way. I tend to believe people who are more credible on the 
subject, like how much schooling they've had, if they're the kind of person 
that thinks things through, or if they just have an immediate reaction to 
things. There are certain people that are more credible than others.
Griffin was bothered by the negative scrutiny and portrayals of the President
in the aftermath of 9/11 and during the current war in Iraq. He was particularly
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disgusted by the portrayal of the political situation in the movie Fahrenheit 9/11 by 
Michael Moore:
I would argue that the movie Fahrenheit 9/11 completely bashes the 
president and everything that was going on, and it makes it look like 
everything he did was wrong. I don't find that accurate. There are two sides 
to everything, and if you really manipulate what happened and choose which 
are showing, you can make anybody looked anyhow.
Student perceptions of the media and its role varied quite a bit, but revealed
an understanding of how the media shapes personal understanding of current events.
Amanda was skeptical of a lot of the commentators that she has seen on television as
she has learned about the events surrounding 9/11:
People have all kinds of opinions on things; it's hard to sort all of those out. I 
don’t feel like I know enough about our relationship with the rest of the 
world to really judge. One thing for sure is that people who lost loved ones 
and everything like that will have a different story to tell the people who 
didn't. Some people have more of those real-life details. Some people on TV 
just like to argue to be difficult and be controversial so they can make a name 
for themselves, so I don’t respect their opinions as much.
Amanda made it clear that she felt that media coverage was long on opinions and
short on factual information. In most cases, the students in this sample suggested
that they have had to become comfortable with a certain amount of uncertainty in
their knowledge due to the amount of effort it would take to support or disprove any
one perspective. Griffin got frustrated with his peers that were unwilling to form a
coherent point of view, yet were very opinionated on the subject:
I think the most enlightening thing has been seeing people who don't know 
much about the subject takes such strong positions on things. It really shows 
that there are people who will not back the president no matter what he does, 
and I guess people who will back the president whatever he does. It's just 
like out in the media at our school, there are people who come out very 
strongly in every direction, and some people are really uneducated about 
things and ignorant, while other people are more informed.
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As students in this sample considered the significance that would be 
attributed to the 9/11 attacks and their aftermath in the future, they generally agreed 
that a body of knowledge would continue to emerge that outlined the facts of the 
situation, while personal connections to the events would continue to reveal more of 
the human elements. Amanda suggested above that “people who lost loved ones and 
everything like that will have a different story to tell the people who didn't. Some 
people have more of those real-life details.” For the sake of the families involved 
and for Americans to take away a “true message” of 9/11, Ashley hoped that the 
confusing political climate would not distort history: “I know a lot of people have a 
lot of different views on it, and the aftermath of it, so I don't know if the story that 
people tell about it, will be twisted or anything. I hope not.”
In this chapter, the findings of the study have been presented as they related 
to personal epistemology, student conceptions of historical significance, and how 
they related to one another. In Chapter 5, these findings will be used to answer the 
research questions and tie the results to the research literature. Once these results are 
discussed, the final research question posed by the study will be answered, tying 
student thinking to their educational experiences.
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RESEARCH RESULTS
This chapter is divided into four sections: (1) a review of the research 
findings as they relate to the research questions as well as to theory and research in 
personal epistemology and historical understanding; (2) a discussion of the 
educational experiences and environment described by the students in this sample 
and how they relate to their personal epistemological beliefs and historical 
understanding; (3) a discussion of connections to the field of Instructional 
Technology and ideas for future research; and (4) personal reflections on my own 
journey through this research project and implications for my own intellectual 
development and teaching practice.
Personal Epistemology
In my effort to discover the relationship between student epistemological 
beliefs, historical understanding, and their learning experiences, the first secondary 
question posed was, “What are the personal epistemological beliefs of selected 
students at this school?” In order to answer this question, participants completed a 
pencil-and-paper version of the Measure of Epistemological Reflection (MER) and 
sat for a subsequent epistemological interview, answering questions based largely on
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the interviews conducted by Baxter Magolda (1992) in her longitudinal studies of 
personal epistemological development. Data from these two sources were coded by 
me and a research partner using the constructivist methods recommended by Baxter 
Magolda (2001). As explained in Chapter 4, the students in this sample exhibited the 
characteristics of absolute knowers on Baxter Magolda’s Epistemological Reflection 
Model in five of the six domains of the MER, while exhibiting increased 
characteristics of transitional knowers in the domain of educational decision making. 
The Epistemological Reflection Model can be found in Appendix C. Although the 
MER is generally used to identify “central themes in respondents’ thinking” and 
conclusions about epistemological levels derived from these central themes (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001, p. 527), the different epistemological approach utilized by the 
participants when considering their educational decision making suggested that these 
students may have been utilizing different epistemological beliefs when considering 
their educational experiences within the school environment than when considering 
their own development and how they see themselves in the future. In order to pursue 
this apparent difference, students were asked during the life history interview to 
provide a five- to ten-minute autobiography in which they described the course of 
their lives to this point and identified any experiences that they considered 
instrumental in their development as a person. Within these life histories, situations 
were identified that presented competing knowledge claims or points of view that 
forced them to consider if  one could be more correct than the other, and explanations 
were coded according to the Epistemological Reflection Model, which can be found 
in Appendix C. Within this student sample, the male participants generally
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
129
described situations that entailed them discovering a “right answer” and justifying 
their positions, while the female participants all described family controversies that 
they were now old enough to understand and participate in. As a result, the male 
students exhibited the characteristics of absolute knowing, while the female students 
exhibited the characteristics of independent knowing. These findings are largely 
consistent with the theory and research reviewed in Chapter 2 that comprise the 
personal epistemology literature across age levels, and worthy of review here.
Although Chandler, Hallett and Sokol (2002) suggested the need for research 
to explore this dynamic more conclusively, the literature that focuses on the personal 
epistemological levels of adolescents generally places “average” high school 
students at the most basic epistemological levels. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
Schommer (1993) determined that epistemological progress took place among a 
cross-section of high school students during the high school years, but qualified her 
conclusions based on her concerns that the weakest students in the sample may not 
have finished school. The work of Gallagher, Herrmann and Friberg (1996), 
Gallagher (1998), and Schommer and Dunnell (1994) sought to articulate the 
differences between gifted and non-gifted high school students using different 
epistemological models, and generally found that non-gifted students made less 
epistemological progress during their high school years as their gifted counterparts. 
Kuhn (1991) found that students from schools that contain students from higher 
socioeconomic levels exhibited higher epistemological levels. King and Kitchener 
(1994) suggested that gifted high school students made considerable gains in their 
epistemological development during the high school years, but could not discern if
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this could be attributed to “being in an educational environment, to maturation, or 
both” (p. 136).
Within the Epistemological Reflection Model, Baxter Magolda (1992) 
suggested that undergraduate students are largely absolute knowers, and that 
significant improvement in epistemological levels begins to occur toward the end of 
undergraduate studies or in graduate school. As Baxter Magolda (1999, 2000) 
continued her longitudinal study beyond the college years, she began to consider 
intellectual development as part of a more holistic developmental process she refers 
to as “self-authorship.” In this context, intellectual development is linked with 
interpersonal and intrapersonal development, and self-authorship becomes possible 
when students are able to connect learning with their lived experiences. King and 
Kitchener (1994) suggest a similar link between intellectual development and 
identity development. They suggest that college is often “a fertile ground for 
intellectual change -  college students are enrolled during times of life transitions and 
are consolidating a sense of identity” (p. 203). These time periods are characterized 
by a desire for self-improvement that provides “fertile soil for growth in many areas, 
including intellectual, moral, and identity development” (p. 204). King and 
Kitchener suggest that the elusive quality of wisdom begins to develop during such 
periods as intellect and character integrate. Kuhn and Udell (2001) also consider the 
development o f  wisdom as a similar developmental process and suggest a similar 
role for epistemological development.
This conception of epistemological development as a component of a larger 
developmental process has parallels with the findings of this study. As stated
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previously, students in this sample exhibited the characteristics of more sophisticated 
ways of knowing when they were considering their educational decisions, and 
female students exhibited even more sophisticated ways of knowing when explaining 
their thinking about complex family situations. Both of these situations involve 
situations where students are connecting to some sort of identity development, 
whether it is imagining their futures in college or the world of work, or as emerging 
adults within their families. King and Kitchener (1994) suggest that these 
opportunities may mark overall transitions to higher epistemological levels, or may 
reflect times that individuals use “optimal” rather than “typical” epistemological 
levels, and the level of response an individual uses depends, in any situation, on such 
factors as the demands of the activity and the context. The pedagogical implications 
and suggestions associated with this dynamic will be discussed later in my 
discussion of student learning experiences.
Historical Understanding
In my effort to discover the relationship between student epistemological 
beliefs, historical understanding, and their learning experiences, the second 
secondary question I posed was, “How do selected students at this school determine 
the historical significance of events in United States history?” Historical 
significance was selected as an insight into historical understanding because it was 
described by Seixas (1996) as one of the six “epistemological minefields” of 
historical understanding (p. 778), and a body of research has emerged on the subject 
(Barton, 1995; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Epstein, 1998; Seixas, 1994b).
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In order to begin to understand student conceptions of historical significance, 
students worked individually through a historical flash card activity devised by 
Barton and Levstik (1998). Twenty events from United States history were 
presented on flash cards containing a picture and short caption. From these twenty, 
participants were asked to select the eight most significant and justify their decisions 
in a short follow-up interview. Participants were also asked to consider how they 
might make different selections if they belonged to a different gender, age group, 
race, or ethnicity. Student selections were compiled and justifications were coded by 
me and my research partner to derive the general “story” of United States history.
As stated in Chapter 4, students in this sample generally considered events in United 
States history to be significant if they impacted many people at the time, and played 
a major part in shaping the current way of life in the United States. The students in 
this sample generally held an uncritical view of the “story” of United States history, 
believing that our story is one of progress on many fronts, and the events that are 
most significant are those that chronicle and explain that progress. Student 
selections in the flash card activity suggested that they considered the events 
marking the origins of our country (the American Revolution and the Bill of Rights) 
as highly significant, establishing distinctly American ideals and setting us on a 
course that would result in the egalitarian society that we live in today. Although 
women and African-Americans were initially left out of the rights and freedoms that 
were guaranteed to White men when our country was founded, the Women’s 
Suffrage movement and the Civil Rights movement exemplified the national 
commitment to these principles, and marked progress on the extension of rights and
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freedoms. Although some of the female students raised questions about the exclusion 
of women from the version of history taught in their classrooms, they were still in 
general agreement with the story articulated by their male counterparts. The one 
exception in this sample was Justin, the lone African-American student in the 
sample, who has been immersed in political discussions of history throughout his life 
through contact with family members and his church.
Another assumption that the students in this sample held was that the story of 
the United States was one of technological progress, which continues to make life 
better over time. Most students selected at least one historical event that signified 
technological progress as one of their eight most significant, usually suggesting that 
life would not be nearly as comfortable or our country as “advanced” if each advance 
had not occurred. Even in situations where students suggested that technological 
advancement resulted in more destructive weapons, this was seen as progress. When 
students did discuss historical events that could cast doubt on their story of progress, 
these events were usually incorporated into the story somehow or deemed significant 
as a lesson that had been learned.
In the context of the culture war presented in Chapter 1, the findings of this 
study suggest that historical knowledge is presented to these students largely in the 
cultural literacy mode favored by Hirsch (1987), rather than the “knowledge 
construction” model favored by Banks (2002). According to the experiences 
described by these students, their United States history courses would not meet the 
criteria of a “contributions approach” described by Banks (2002). In this model, the 
contributions of prominent members of minority groups are studied in the context of
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the broader story of United States history. While this approach would seem to build 
respect for minority groups such as African-Americans and women, it can also serve 
to reinforce the notion that their contributions are merely a sidelight to the “real” 
story. Students reported studying very little history that focused on the contributions 
of African-Americans or women, and even less challenging their assumptions about 
the story of United States history. While students did suggest an openness and 
respect toward the perspectives of positionalities other than their own, these concepts 
were not associated with their study of history. In this sense, the history taught in 
school was considered a body of factual information that was apolitical and not 
connected to the development of a social perspective. There was little discussion 
about connecting historical knowledge to current phenomena, and opinions or 
perspectives on historical events focused solely on those events. Perhaps as a result 
of their absolute epistemological orientation, students would not be inclined to 
challenge the traditional authorities of the teacher or the textbook. On the other 
hand, if these students had teachers that were utilizing resources that required 
students to connect their new historical knowledge with current phenomena and the 
development of their opinions, they might be inclined to do so.
Ways of Knowing in Student Historical Understanding
In order to answer the question “What relationship exists between student 
epistemological beliefs and beliefs about historical significance?” student 
discussions of historical significance were coded by me and my research partner to 
determine an epistemological level from the Epistemological Reflection Model.
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While students were discussing how they and others would discern historical 
significance, students largely focused on their experiences in history classes and 
United States history as it would be presented by teachers utilizing a typical 
textbook, relying on these authorities for explanations of significance. This absolute 
epistemological position was supported by their discussions of how people of 
different ages would discern significance as well. Students in this sample suggested 
that children would select historical events that were only tied to their school 
experiences and personal interests, motivated by such things as holidays, and people 
or events that they would consider “cool.” Adolescents had the capability to be more 
analytical, but still attribute more significance to events and personalities that match 
their interests. Besides being more analytical, students suggested that they also 
found events to be more significant that were tied to the experiences and stories of 
their older relatives or family friends. These connections sparked personal interest in 
the history that they learned in school, and helped them “learn” the material more 
fully. Student perceptions of how these older family members and friends 
determined historical significance also suggested absolute epistemological beliefs. 
Adult perspectives on historical significance were considered more authoritative 
because they had lived through the events and their aftermath, allowing them insight 
into how these events became significant over time. In effect, they had the “right 
answers.” The students in this sample did not suggest that adults utilized any sort of 
different way of thinking about the significance of historical events, but instead 
merely had more information.
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When asked if any of these perspectives could be more valid than another, 
however, some students in the sample suggested ideas that could be considered 
characteristic of transitional knowing. While a body of historical knowledge existed 
that was objective and could be obtained from authoritative sources, the personal 
knowledge from older relatives and family friends was important as well and an 
essential component of one’s historical perspective. In order to pursue this theme 
further, students were asked to consider elements of their own positionalities and 
how they influence their own perspectives on current and historical events. When 
thinking about people their own age from different positionalities, these students 
suggested that some perspectives on current and historical events might be better 
than others based on their personal connections, since they may have thought more 
about or been motivated to learn more about the events. In order to pursue this idea 
further, students were asked during the “Life History” interview to discuss historical 
events from their lifetimes that they assume will be historically significant in the 
future, and their responses suggested characteristics of higher epistemological levels. 
In their discussions of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, students suggested that they were 
concerned about how the story would be told in the future, considering the highly 
charged political climate and variety of viewpoints encountered in the media.
These findings suggest that when considering the body of historical 
knowledge that they might encounter in their United States history classes, these 
students generally exhibit the characteristics of absolute knowers. As historical 
knowledge is introduced that has more personal connections, such as stories told by 
older relatives and family friends, these students began to exhibit characteristics of
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higher epistemological levels. As these students considered their own positionalities 
and how they thought about the historical significance of an event from their own 
lifetimes, this increase in epistemological levels was maintained or improved.
The results described above are consistent with much of the available 
literature on student constructions of historical significance. In her studies 
comparing the historical understanding of European-American and African- 
American students, Epstein (1998) found that students constructed ideas about 
historical understanding that paralleled those taught in a traditional United States 
history curriculum, while African-American students trusted their own experiences 
and those of family members as more credible sources of historical knowledge and 
constructed their own historical views on these vernacular accounts. Epstein’s 
conclusions were mirrored in this study as well, as Justin, the lone African-American 
participant, certainly distanced himself from the “White man’s history” taught in 
school and built his understanding around the historical understanding conveyed by 
family and church members. European-American students in this study did not 
emphasize the accounts of family members in their constructions of “school history,” 
but they did note the connections to the past that the experiences of family members 
provided for them. These accounts did not significantly alter the “stories” they 
believed about United States history, but they did provide a gateway into utilizing 
more sophisticated epistemological beliefs. Barton (1995) suggested that 
elementary-level students have constructed elaborate connections to the past through 
the experiences of family members, and that these connections to the past play a 
significant part in children’s sense of identity. Seixas (1994b) suggested that these
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connections to the past through the experiences of family members may comprise a 
“schemata for historical understanding” that shapes later learning in history (p. 299). 
In both of these studies, the researchers suggest that these fundamental connections 
to history are largely disregarded in later history instruction in school, and may result 
in a failure to develop more sophisticated historical understanding. Barton and 
Levstik (1998) suggest that “avoiding history that is within the living memory of 
children and of people with whom they come in contact means that neither official 
nor vernacular history is likely to be critically examined, and that students will be 
left with inadequate intellectual tools with which to examine the constantly shifting 
uses of history in their lives” (p. 503). These conclusions are consistent with the 
larger developmental picture of epistemological development suggested by Baxter 
Magolda (1999, 2000), King and Kitchener (1994) and Kuhn and Udell (2001) in the 
previous section on personal epistemology. Students appeared to use higher 
epistemological levels when considering topics and situations outside of the school 
environment that were closer to their own experiences and sense of emerging 
identity. This dynamic would appear to be present in student historical thinking as 
well.
Connections to Student Educational Experiences
In order to discover the relationship between student epistemological beliefs, 
historical understanding, and their learning experiences, the fourth secondary 
question posed was “How do student descriptions of their learning experiences relate 
to their historical understanding and personal epistemological beliefs?” In order to
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answer this question, data was coded from the MER, the historical flash card 
activity, and all three interviews. In the coding process, themes were identified that 
suggested how knowledge was presented in school and how student learning 
experiences and preferences reflected this presentation. In the previous sections, 
student responses largely suggested the characteristics of absolute knowing when 
students discussed “school knowledge” in relation to their educational experiences, 
then exhibited higher epistemological levels when considering knowledge and 
experiences encountered outside of the school setting. In this section, I will explore 
how student descriptions of their learning experiences could explain this 
phenomenon.
When students in this sample discussed their experiences and preferences
within this learning environment, it becomes clear that students have constructed a
view of “school knowledge” as objective in nature. Students saw knowledge they
were to learn in school as a body of information that was determined to be important
by others, especially colleges and the workplace, teachers, and textbooks, and that
their main task as students was to acquire this knowledge. As a result, these students
had constructed a view of school and learning that is built around this view of
knowledge. Samuel exemplified this when he stated his preference on the MER for
classes that focus on factual information because “once you learned and understand
it, you don’t have to learn it more than once.” As a result, teachers should:
Tell you how it is. Not teachers that say “this is kind of how it is but not 
really.” There are some fuzzy subjects, but overall there is a right answer and 
a wrong answer, so when they give you kind of an in-between answer, and 
they put it on the test and you get five points off for not doing it right, you
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kind of say “where did that come from?” It’s better when they tell you how 
things are and how things go.
According to students in this sample, besides presenting information clear of
controversy, teachers should align classroom activities and assessments in a
predictable way to organize how students should learn. Ashley claimed that she had
always done well in her math classes because:
I think it's mostly because it's just the way the class is. I like the way they 
teach it. I think math is the most organized class they teach here. Because 
every day you have an assignment, then you take notes, and then you use the 
notes to do something. And then you have homework to review. I think that 
whole setup helps me. This year in my math class, my teacher even gives out 
a little schedule of what your homework is every day. It also tells you when 
all of the tests are. So you know, three weeks in advance.
Students often mentioned that this setup can be boring, but were generally
comfortable with the structure because it does not make them think about what is
important and what they might need to study for a test. Garrett suggested this
mindset when he said:
I don’t like classes that are just completely notes. Like, I don’t mind if we go 
through and discuss the notes, then draw conclusions from them, but where 
we just sit and take notes of factual information, it’s just very boring. But 
you do get all you have to study all of that for a test instead of really 
wondering about concepts or ideas. It’s a tradeoff, I guess.
Katie mentioned distaste for her “factual” classes, but acknowledged that
“notes are always good to have. When you do review sheets you can look back on to
your notes and fill in the answers. It’s a good way to find quick answers, especially
if  the teacher asks a question just to see if  you have it written.” Ashley even
suggested that she likes situations where students had the opportunity to voice their
opinions, but preferred classes that did not emphasize this kind of learning:
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Math and science are kind of, I guess history too, I guess most classes are 
kind of like that. They're all facts classes, where you're learning facts. But 
math is carved in stone. Like, you are always right or always wrong. In 
history class, they always throw in the idea of worldviews, like “what's your 
worldview?” and “what do you think about this?” so that it's harder to do 
assignments, because you have to consider the fact that there's not a right or 
wrong answer. But I wish there was sometimes, because that's what you 
want to write down.
Amanda, who is an avid reader, concurred when she expressed frustration 
with her English class because “I just like knowing what’s right. I just need that.” In 
many of these cases, students expressed preferences for classes that presented 
information in an organized, predictable way, even if the content of the class was of 
little or no interest to them. Expanding her thinking to the future, Amanda suggested 
that she preferred “focusing on details. It is beneficial because you are able to 
understand the reasoning. Everything about the topic which allows you to 
understand the topic better in general. It will be better for when you are in college 
studying for your actual career. The concepts will be clearer.”
Despite the fact that all of these students considered themselves social people 
and enjoyed classes that allowed discussion because it created a more relaxed 
atmosphere, students in this sample generally did not regard their classmates as 
legitimate sources of knowledge, or as partners in a knowledge construction process. 
Gavin preferred classes where students do not talk very much because “when the 
teacher teaches the info you know it’s right. Sometimes students will give wrong 
info.” He is suspicious of “group work time” on assignments: “I like what we get to 
do in group activities, but then again, I like to know that what I'm learning is from 
the teacher. In the class I would not want to base my education on or grade on what
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a kid says in a group. You know what I'm saying?” Ashley concurred when she 
said:
But then there's also the classes where your friends are in the class. So group 
work is fun. But usually I would rather be working on my own so that I 
know I can get it done and have all the answers I think are right. Because if 
you're working with the group, you have to depend on other people, and it's 
hard sometimes.
Throughout the explanations of their educational experiences, students in this 
sample explained that they truly enjoy hearing the opinions of other students, and 
being able to share their own, but generally saw this expression of opinions as a 
diversion from the learning process, instead of as a component of it. Grant enjoyed 
class discussions because it made him “feel involved and when I am involved in 
something I remember the things I am doing or what is being taught.” Kameron 
suggested that students might see opinions as more important if they were part of a 
grade in a class:
Well of course, I think that you should be graded on whether some things are 
right or wrong. Some things are factual, and you can't just knock that out of 
the curriculum, because it's boring. But a lot of things, I think we should be 
able to express our opinions and be graded on our opinion, versus 
memorization of facts.
Justin, even though he had serious issues with the curriculum that was taught 
in most of his classes, still preferred to not emphasize student opinion because “it’s 
easier to concentrate and I take the teacher more seriously than some other kid in my 
class.” Most saw student discussion more as a time out from the learning process, 
then found it difficult to get focused again afterwards. Jacqueline expressed this 
viewpoint when she said:
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Like, a lot of times people might have too much freedom. Like sometimes 
the teacher might be trying to explain something and then someone will have 
a different opinion, or view, or have a question about it, and we’ll just 
randomly shout it out in class and it just gets kind of distracting. Sometimes 
too many people are trying to talk at once.
Although it could be distracting in the short term, Jacqueline suggested that 
even the most chaotic class discussions had a positive role in one class: “Her style is 
really to have us take notes and then go over it. And then for me, that style is 
effective, because I will have my notes to study from and then our discussions help 
give me a better understanding of what those notes mean.” In a more cynical 
moment, Ashley suggested that the opinions expressed in class have helped her 
performance on some assignments in another way: “I don’t know if  it’s because of 
what I say, because I don’t always know if what I think is true. Because you know 
for papers, you sometimes have to throw in extra stuff?”
Also reinforcing the objective view students held of “school knowledge” 
were their views of assessment and grading. According to student responses, 
assessment of their learning was based largely on quizzes and tests, as well as other 
assorted classroom activities. Student descriptions of these assessment practices 
suggested that they largely entailed the retention and basic applications of what had 
been presented by the teacher. Jacqueline gave a sense of this big picture when she 
said “We are evaluated on some worksheets that we do, and we will take down some 
notes on the things that we read about in the book, and we will turn that in for points. 
And then we will also have tests and quizzes after a certain amount of chapters.” 
When asked to offer advice on how to best succeed at high school coursework,
Gavin suggested, “The key to doing well in high school is to do well on tests and
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quizzes and what helps me is if I study each night for 30 to 45 minutes, I seem to
remember the info better which leads to a better grade in the class.” Samuel
estimated that exams make up “50% of the quarter grades, then the final,” so test-
taking was a more critical skill than many of the discrete skills learned in individual
classes. None of the students in this sample questioned the use of tests as a valid
assessment of their learning, although some wished that they weren’t used because
they weren’t “good test takers.” Because they made up so much of a student’s grade,
students expected classroom practices to keep them focused on what they “needed to
know” for the test, and that the tests themselves should directly measure what was
taught in class. Although she generally enjoyed hearing her teachers elaborate on
course topics, Amanda got frustrated sometimes: “Some teachers seem to kind of
get off topic which to me can be annoying because then I don’t know what is
important to know for future tests and what isn’t.” Griffin had been having serious
struggles in his chemistry class, in large part due to his poor performance on tests.
He explained his frustration:
I know everything that is supposed to be on assignments, but in chemistry 
class, I’ve got a ballpark idea of what’s on the test, but I don’t know the exact 
context in which it will show up. That’s how sometimes things get jacked 
around. That’s the way it works, you get a packet the week before the test, 
you do the packet that’s got the problems in it, and how you apply it. I know 
everything in this packet, you know, and think I’m pretty set for the test. I 
review my notes beforehand. When you get to the test than the problems 
seem like they apply the concepts in the same way, but they’d really jack you 
around.
When asked how exams should be, Griffin elaborated: “It’s just that, you practice 
for stuff that you know will be on the tests, and I think you should know then how it 
will appear on the test. But then the test comes and you have to do, like, for extra
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things that weren’t a part of the practice, and you freak out and don’t know what to 
do most of the time.” This emphasis on testing for assessment purposes also shaped 
student perceptions of how teachers should structure classroom activities and grading 
procedures. According to these students, classroom activities and grading 
procedures should be directed at clarifying the information needed to perform well 
on tests and give students the opportunity for students to show the teacher what they 
know and the effort they are putting forth. Samuel discussed what went into getting 
good grades in high school when he said: “hard work and effort are what give you 
good grades. Good grades are made by giving the teacher what they want, even 
more than effort and hard work.” This was fine to Samuel, because “your teacher 
should be the ultimate authority since he taught you the topic.” Amanda suggested 
that teachers could be shown content acquisition and effort through structured 
assessment systems: “I think that every class should have homework checks and 
quizzes. They allow the teacher sometimes to see who does the work. I think study 
guides should be given and collected and should be offered to see who takes 
advantage of it.”
As mentioned previously, even though many of the students suggested that
they expected the teacher, and occasionally students, to elaborate on the factual
information they were required to learn, it was important that students should not be
given too much to think about that will confuse what the test would cover.
Jacqueline exemplified this position when she said:
Well, for me I need a structured class, one with note taking, but one where 
the teacher will, on the side, go into a more broad topic. So maybe like a
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little combination of both, like taking down notes and more structured things, 
but then the teacher goes off on the side and maybe brings in other ideas.
Despite this preference, she expressed frustration with this system when it came time
to take a test later:
I’ve had classes where the teacher will not write down anything and will just 
sit there and talk to us about it, and that is hard for me because as soon as I 
leave class I will forget some of it and I won’t have any notes written down 
and I will be like “I don't remember anything that happened” and as soon as I 
leave class and we have a test coming up I won’t have any notes to study and 
I will be like “what’s going on?”
Gavin expressed a similar frustration with some of his teachers:
They always went through, some teachers I've had would give you 
homework, and not go over the homework, they would just sort of move on. 
These teachers would go through the homework every day, every problem, 
and gave a lot of detail that was relevant to the topic. I've had some teachers, 
which is sometimes stray off track with things that are not relevant to 
anything that we're talking about, and then when it comes time to take the test 
you really don't know which information to study, what will be on the test.
Although students in this sample suggested that they were generally
interested to hear the opinions and perspectives of their teachers in their classes, they
generally favored assessment and classroom structures that focused attention on the
body of information they were expected to learn. Kameron, who occasionally
exhibited the characteristics of transitional or independent knowing throughout the
research process, offered some insights into what made for good teaching in her
view:
For them to go out o f  their way to find your interest or ask you how to make 
the class better, just the effort of finding ways to make things more 
interesting. So the kids actually want to learn about it, you're doing a better 
job than someone who doesn't do those things. Some people just say that and 
say, I don't care if you want to learn about it you have to in order to take the 
test. And you have to pass the class to graduate.
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She suggested that a minority of teachers in her experience actually tried to learn 
about their students in order to help them make the connections she described. Most 
of the instruction she had received emphasized the need to do well in the class in 
order to get good grades, which were necessary to get into college. As indicated 
several times previously, the process of moving into early adulthood and taking on 
more adult responsibilities was very important to these students and resulted in 
higher epistemological levels when considering their futures and roles in 
uncomfortable family situations. Within this academic environment, however, the 
emphasis on the future is used to reinforce an objective orientation of knowledge and 
authority. The students in this sample largely viewed their high school experience 
not as an opportunity to become independent thinkers and active constructors of 
knowledge, but instead as a process of obtaining the necessary credentials for college 
or the work force. When asked about the purpose of high school, Jessica responded: 
“Well, I just want to learn enough to get on to college. Do well in college, then get a 
job that I like.” Gavin agreed when he said that he wanted to “prepare myself for 
college and for life. Just to do well in college, to know what I want to major in in 
college. Any information to teach me skills that will better myself in college.” 
Students in this sample suggested that they considered themselves very responsible 
for wanting to prepare themselves for college, and thought they achieved this by 
learning the relevant basics and getting the grades they needed to look good to 
colleges. Justin exhibited this viewpoint when he said: “Well, I’ll admit, my first 
two years of high school involved slacking off and being stupid. Being idiotic. Now 
I realize that I need to prepare myself for college, and there’s no other way for me
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
148
except to get good grades.” Griffin suggested that this viewpoint dominates at 
school when he came to the realization that “I just realized that those kids don’t care. 
And they’re just like we’re here to be here. They have to be here. I’m here because I 
know that I just have to get the stuff. Get the knowledge.” Ashley generally agreed 
with this perspective, but did branch out a little bit about what she hoped to learn in 
high school:
Well most of the reason I go to high school, I don't really think about it when 
I go to high school, that question has never really crossed my mind. But 
mostly just because you have to. But I don't neglect to go to high school, like 
I enjoy coming on most days. It's okay. But I was kind of thinking about it 
the other day, actually, and it's really important to go to school, because you 
really do develop and you can really learn a lot more. It really helps make 
life interesting. Like if you have more knowledge, then you can think about 
more things, and it makes life more fun. I think.
Overall, students in this sample suggested that they considered “school
knowledge” in a very objectivist light. Although they enjoyed situations where they
had been able to share their opinions and been exposed to a variety of perspectives,
they generally preferred classes that emphasized a clear body of factual information,
as it was more predictable and safe. This assumption also made them distrust
classmates as a potential source of knowledge and prefer that teachers fill that role.
Assessment and classroom strategies were also preferred that allowed students to
best show their acquisition of the information they were expected to learn. The
experiences and preferences expressed by these students are very consistent with
absolute knowing on the Epistemological Reflection Model.
These student educational experiences also shed light on the developmental
model of epistemological development discussed previously. In her conception of
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epistemological development as a component of “self-authorship,” Baxter Magolda 
(1999, 2000) suggests pedagogical principles to create learning environments that 
promote holistic development. The essential principle for a developmental pedagogy 
is to validate students as active, capable constructors of knowledge and to provide 
adequate supports for their development. Within the school-based learning 
experiences described here, students do not suggest that they see themselves in this 
way. Students are generally expected to acquire information determined worthy by 
external authorities, such as textbooks and teachers, and they are expected to be able 
to perform well on tests that require them to use the information in unexpected ways. 
In the situations where students exhibited the most advanced epistemological 
characteristics, they were in situations where they were in the process of 
internalizing authority, whether they were making decisions about their educational 
futures or were being validated as “adult enough” in their family contexts to know 
what was going on. Baxter Magolda (1999) also suggests that in a developmental 
pedagogy, learning must be situated in the students’ own experiences and must be 
viewed as a process of mutually constructing meaning. Throughout their 
descriptions of their learning experiences, students rarely suggested such processes. 
Although some students suggested that teachers would often try to relate course 
content to topics or experiences that students were interested in, this was usually as a 
part o f  a lesson or an assignment, and the final assessment o f student learning, 
whether it was an exam or a project, did not require students to utilize or show their 
understanding of the content within the context of their own experiences. When 
students discussed their experiences in United States History class, or discussed their
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understanding of the significance of historical events that they probably learned 
about in that class, they exhibited uncritical views of the story of United States 
history and low epistemological levels. As students were asked to discuss their 
positionalities or the historical significance of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, they 
exhibited much more sophisticated ways of knowing. In United States History class, 
information came from traditional authorities and students were expected to 
remember this information for tests. When considering the 9/11 terrorist attacks and 
their aftermath, they explained that most of their learning on the subject had come 
from various forms of media and from discussions with their family and friends. 
Students explained that the attacks were discussed at school with their teachers, but 
in a very different way than historical events are generally discussed at school. 
Students have been in the role of actively constructing meaning as events unfold 
alongside their teachers, parents, and peers, which presents a very different pedagogy 
than is normally used in school. The research on student historical understanding 
presented in the previous section (Barton, 1995; Barton & Levstik, 1998; Seixas, 
1994b) emphasized the need for academic history instruction to begin with the 
previous historical understanding that students bring to the class, especially their 
connections to the historical experiences of family members. In this way, students 
would be valued as active constructors of historical knowledge and would allow 
them to tap the more advanced epistemological beliefs they appear to use when 
considering their personal connections to history.
King and Kitchener (1994) suggest that people best show their reflective 
judgment (epistemic levels) when encountering ill-structured problems, or problems
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where the answer, or even the full nature of the problem, is not immediately 
apparent. In fact, the Reflective Judgment Interview, their instrument to assess 
epistemological development, requires participants to respond to a series of ill- 
structured problems. The students in this sample generally described their 
educational experiences as a series of well-structured problems, or problems where a 
clear answer exists and the full nature of the problem is presented clearly up front. 
This would support the objective nature of the school knowledge encountered by 
students and not necessarily engage optimal epistemological levels necessary to 
promote intellectual development. When students were confronted by ill-structured 
problems outside of the school environment, including educational decision making 
and complicated family issues, these students exhibited their most sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs. These pedagogical observations about this learning 
environment have implications for the practices and future research agenda for 
educators and especially the field of Instructional Technology.
Connections to Curriculum Design and Instructional Technology
In this study, the participants exhibited a very absolute epistemological view 
of knowledge as it pertained to the historical topics that they learned in school, and 
held very uncritical notions about the “story” of United States history, yet were able 
to exhibit much more advanced epistemological positions when considering the 
significance of the 9/11 attacks. When students discussed their epistemological ways 
of knowing in the context of their high school education, the students in this sample 
generally exhibited the characteristics of absolute knowers, heavily reliant on
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traditional school authorities to tell them how to learn and what to believe. When 
these students were thinking about their own futures, or trying to decide what to 
think about messy family arguments, these students exhibited more sophisticated 
ways of knowing. The implications of these findings have significance for the field 
of Instructional Technology, especially in the roles of designers of instructional 
materials and instructional environments.
In their critique of traditional Curriculum and Instructional Design models, 
Dwight and Garrison (2003) suggest that reliance on predetermined educational 
objectives and standards reflects a structuralist orientation about the nature of proper 
learning. This orientation turns people into “docile bodies” (p. 715), dependent on 
authorities to tell them the proper ways to learn and what meaning to construct. The 
traditional curriculum, resources, and instructional methods encountered by these 
students appear to have made them passive members of this educational community. 
This was evidenced by the fact that in situations outside of the school environment, 
especially those related to their intrapersonal and interpersonal development, these 
students appeared to consider themselves more active constructors of knowledge. 
Traditional instructional design models rely heavily on this mechanized view of 
learning, and consider it the most efficient way to deliver instruction and measure 
progress. The “Standards movement” that characterizes the current educational 
climate since the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 also relies on 
these traditional structures, so given the current political climate, it is unlikely that 
this emphasis will change anytime soon. Therefore, curriculum designers and 
Instructional Technology professionals must learn to operate within this framework
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to make the knowledge construction process transparent and an integrated part of the 
educational experiences of learners of all ages. Discussions of alternative design 
models have become more prominent within Instructional Technology (Bopry, 1999; 
Choi & Hannafin, 1995; Henderson, 1996), and may offer models to promote active 
knowledge construction.
Another trend within the field of Instructional Technology that may enable 
individual knowledge construction is the increased use of ill-structured problems in 
the design of educational environments (Savery & Duffy, 1995; Duffy & 
Cunningham, 1996). Problem-based learning requires learners to articulate their 
problem-solving processes with the help of a teacher mentor, offering opportunities 
to make the knowledge construction process explicit. A body of theory and research 
has emerged about the role of scaffolding student thinking while working through ill- 
structured problems (Cho & Jonassen, 2002; Ge & Land, 2003, 2004; Saye & Brush, 
2002). This trend within Instructional Technology also seeks to make student 
thinking and knowledge constructions explicit, offering great promise for 
epistemological growth.
The ubiquitous technologies that have created and furthered the postmodern 
condition also suggest new pedagogies that are changing the field of Instructional 
Technology. The hypermedia that has characterized the World Wide Web has 
required new forms of media literacy. Readers can navigate their own way through 
texts, following their own interests and making connections that were not intended 
by the author. Dwight and Garrison (2003) have called for a new “hyperpedagogy” 
that reflects the realities of this new media, and the abandonment of older, linear
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design models. Other forms of viral learning technologies have come to the 
forefront, especially as new web-based technologies, such as blogs and video upload 
sites (such as YouTube), allow individuals to become producers of media. These 
forms of media have become essential tools of the worldwide political economy, and 
the field of Instructional Technology must not only prepare learners for life within 
these new realities, but utilize them to create meaningful learning experiences.
This is particularly crucial in the field of social studies, as it intends to 
prepare students to be able to make sense of competing knowledge claims when 
making sense of complex social issues, both current and historical. The structure of 
knowledge in the curriculum, and the instructional and assessment tools used to 
teach and assess this knowledge, convey a set of epistemological assumptions that 
may, at the very least, make it difficult for students to usefully acquire the necessary 
cultural knowledge suggested by social conservatives (Bloom, 1987; Hirsch, 1987, 
1996; Ravitch, 1989) or as discussed in Chapter 1, convey a knowledge structure that 
marginalizes groups in society (Apple, 1993; Banks, 2002). In the age of viral 
technologies explained above, continuing to structure essential social studies 
knowledge in an objectivist framework will lead to a further disconnect between 
what students experience in school and the unquiet world explained by Koetting 
(1994). In order for social studies to remain a relevant part of the curriculum and 
help students understand their world, social studies educators must more than ever 
help students understand how knowledge is constructed and how our postmodern 
world is connected to and informed by the past.
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Many institutions of higher learning and voices from corporate America 
suggest that high schools do not adequately prepare students for the world of college 
or the world of work, so research that helps illuminate the knowledge construction 
process would certainly have a high level of social relevance. As a variety of 
research traditions contributed to this study, a variety of directions for future research 
will be offered.
Within the body of research on personal epistemology, and the emphasis on 
the connections between intellectual growth and interpersonal and intrapersonal 
development, there has been a tendency toward longitudinal studies that illuminate 
the relationships between intellectual development and various life transitions. This 
study took a snapshot of the ideas and experiences of twelve students at one point in 
time, and certainly a more intensive study could be done following a group of 
students throughout some of these life transitions, including various levels of 
education, entry into the work force, and changing family situations. The results of 
this study also suggest that this group of students appeared to utilize different ways 
of knowing when considering academic knowledge than when considering situations 
outside of school. Throughout my survey of epistemological belief models and their 
assessment tools, it appeared that most research has been done with young people 
thinking about their academic experiences. If researchers continue to assume that 
epistemological beliefs develop in a roughly developmental sequence, it could be 
useful to develop tools to measure epistemological beliefs in non-academic
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situations. It is possible that the academic environments of high schools and 
institutions of higher learning convey a set of epistemological assumptions with the 
institutional and knowledge structures utilized that reinforce lower levels of 
epistemological development. Research outside of these academic constraints could 
reveal new insights into the development of personal epistemological beliefs. In 
particular, studies that focus on student epistemological beliefs as they navigate the 
rich media environments that characterize their worlds would have a high level of 
relevance.
Another possible research project using the Epistemological Reflection 
Model could seek to identify the different ways of knowing used by male and female 
adolescents. This model does identify different ways of knowing for males and 
females, and this study suggested several occasions when males and females in the 
sample took different approaches to thinking about epistemological and historical 
topics.
Within the body of research on student conceptions of historical significance, 
a similar trend is evident. Most of the research reviewed for this study was done 
with secondary and elementary students, who were asked to think about the body of 
historical knowledge that has been presented to them in school. In this study, 
students appeared to utilize more sophisticated epistemological beliefs when thinking 
about events that have taken place during their lifetimes. Although younger people 
have a limited amount of experience and a relatively short list of events to consider, 
future research could emphasize conceptions of historical significance of recent 
events. Once again, studies of this sort could also target the effects of the sources of
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learning about events, including traditional historical sources and those that comprise 
the current media environment. The historical flash card activity could be revised to 
include more contemporary events alongside some of the more “traditional” 
benchmark events from United States history to encourage students to consider them 
together. To follow the same theme, a similar flash card activity could be utilized 
with people of a variety of ages to compare their conceptions of historical 
significance and epistemological sophistication. Completing this activity in mixed- 
age groups and asking the same interview questions afterwards could shed more light 
on how adolescents consider how ideas about historical significance evolve over 
time.
Finally, this study was a case study limited to the experiences and insights of 
twelve students, and all of my conclusions about their experiences were drawn from 
their perspectives, in keeping with my postmodern and critical orientations. In order 
to expand the scope of this study, ethnographic methods of data collection and 
analysis could be utilized to do a similar case study. The study could be expanded to 
include more stakeholders in a specific case, including teachers, administrators, and 
parents, and could include classroom observations as well as document analysis of 
curriculum guides and student work. Also of benefit to the field of Instructional 
Technology could be research done comparing the relative epistemological impact of 
various curriculum designs, instructional strategies, and assessment techniques. The 
field has exhibited a strong commitment to constructivist principles, so research that 
explores the impact of instructional choices and environmental factors on the 
knowledge construction process could help promote effective learning environments.
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As the field of Instructional Technology takes a leadership role in the 
development and utilization of distance learning, research of these kinds will take on 
greater significance. If people from different positionalities are able to study 
together in distance learning environments, particular attention must be paid to the 
cultural assumptions and knowledge constructions present in these situations. 
Although these dynamics pose new challenges to traditional instructional design 
models, they also provide new opportunities to make the knowledge construction 
process explicit and enrich learning in history courses and other fields as well.
My Experience as the Researcher
I conclude with this section on my experiences for two reasons: First, to 
connect the results of this study with my positionality statement included in Chapter 
1. When I began the research process, my curiosity came from a desire to 
understand the beliefs and assumptions that my students over time have brought to 
their studies of history. In a broader sense, I also understand that my curiosity also 
came from a desire to understand my own experiences, and the extent to which the 
experiences of students at my school reflect my own. In this section, I will explore 
the parallels. The second reason for concluding with this section is to draw 
conclusions as a teacher of the kinds of students who participated in this study. I 
continue to teach at the site being studied, and the perspective I have gained from 
this research process will influence my practice as a teacher.
The research that I conducted into personal epistemology and historical 
understanding has given a new vocabulary to the journey that I described in Chapter
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1. It was comforting to read about my experiences as transitions in my own 
intellectual development, both in terms of personal epistemology and historical 
understanding. As an absolute knower entering college, I had never considered that 
the history that I learned about in high school and during my first year of college was 
not merely an objective telling of what happened, but came from a perspective. 
Textbooks and teachers were the authorities on the subject, and my duty as a learner 
was to absorb the information being taught. It was not until I was introduced to 
critical theories in my English, history, and political science courses that I realized 
that these authorities constructed knowledge from a certain ideology that could be 
interrogated and critiqued. I was able to move along my epistemological journey 
once I came to that realization. Although I came to interrogate and reject many of 
my own religious assumptions, it believe that it was my Christian commitment to 
“walking my talk” that gave me the commitment to continue to critique my own 
assumptions and those of mainstream culture, regardless of how uncomfortable it 
could become. Once I felt my epistemological orientation and assumptions about 
history changing, I was obligated to follow them to their logical conclusions, even if 
these carried social and emotional consequences. If I have learned anything about 
the personal journey that intellectual development entails, it is that it is merely an 
intellectual exercise unless a person has a personal commitment to allow his or her 
perspective, values, and actions to change accordingly. In that way, I feel that I have 
experienced the connections between epistemological, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal development that I discussed in this chapter.
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This understanding also connects to my role as a history educator. While I 
have worked hard to provide my students with intellectual challenges to develop a 
critical perspective, I also need to keep in mind their related interpersonal and 
intrapersonal needs. It has been my experience that high school students are very 
concerned with establishing themselves as adults, whether they are embracing the 
process or proceeding hesitantly. In order to facilitate intellectual development, 
effective teachers must keep in mind these other developmental processes as well.
As a teacher, if I want to help my students make epistemological transitions or 
question traditional tellings of history or historical sources, I need to create a 
learning environment that supports intellectual, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
growth. The students that I spent so much time with during this study very rarely felt 
validated as a knower, or in other words, as someone who brings something 
important to the learning experience. Given the existing context of established 
learning standards, standardized curriculum, and increased accountability, schools 
and teachers will have to work even harder to move the locus of control from 
centralized authorities to the students. According to the results of this study, this 
movement could facilitate the kind of intellectual characteristics expected by 
institutions of higher learning and the workplace.
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CONSENT FORM FOR PARENTS/GUARDIANS OF MINORS
Your child is invited to participate in a dissertation study titled Critical Multiculturalism in 
U.S. History and the Epistemological Environment at a Homogeneous, Suburban High 
School being conducted by William Stepien, a teacher at SCHOOL NAME and a doctoral 
student at Northern Illinois University. This study has been approved by building 
administration at SCHOOL NAME.
Why are we doing this study?
The purpose of this study is to understand student beliefs about knowledge and learning 
(also known as epistemological beliefs), especially in U.S. History class, and the 
environmental factors that contribute to the development of these beliefs. Increased 
awareness of how historical knowledge is constructed is considered an essential element of 
citizenship education, as it allows for greater multicultural awareness and tolerance, 
improved critical thinking skills, and increased ability to understand complex social issues.
How much time will my child have to spend?
Your child’s participation in this study will last until the end of the school year. He or she 
will be asked to meet with the researcher during his/her lunch hour five times during the 
school year. He or she will be asked to complete an epistemological survey (the Measure of 
Epistemological Reflection), complete a historical flash card activity, and meet with the 
researcher for three interviews.
How will my child benefit from this study? How will others benefit from this study?
The benefits your child may personally receive from participating in this study are an 
increased awareness of his or her own beliefs about knowledge and learning, particularly 
about history, and an increased understanding of how his or her school and community 
influence these beliefs. Epistemological development has been linked in the research 
literature to multicultural awareness and tolerance for diversity, critical thinking skills, 
information literacy skills, and success in college. Increased understanding of 
epistemological beliefs and constructions of historical significance may also improve 
performance in his or her U.S. History courses this year. The fields of Instructional 
Technology, Multicultural Education, and Social Studies Education can benefit from the 
understanding of the epistemological beliefs of white, suburban students, and how these 
learning environments influence epistemological beliefs. This understanding can facilitate 
the development of more effective curricula, materials, and instructional strategies for use in 
history and civics education.
Are there any risks?
The only foreseeable risk and/or discomfort your child could potentially experience during 
this study comes from questioning that could result from increased self-awareness of his or 
her own beliefs about knowledge and learning, although negative effects are not mentioned 
in the epistemological research literature. Student meetings with the researcher will usually 
take place in a windowed room in the school library, providing a public place to meet with 
enough privacy to allow for private conversation.
What should I do if my child experiences a negative reaction?
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In the event of a research-related medical emergency or if your child should experience an 
adverse reaction as the result of participation in this study, please immediately contact 
William Stepien at SCHOOL PHONE #. If your son or daughter experiences any negative 
reactions during participation at school, student services personnel (guidance counselors, 
social workers, and the school nurse) are available for immediate assistance.
Although Northern Illinois University does not provide for compensation for treatment of 
any injuries that may result from participation in research activities, this should not be 
construed as a waiver of any legal rights or redress you or your child might have as a result 
of participation in this study.
What will be done with the information collected for this study?
Information obtained during this study will be published in a dissertation and may be 
published in educational journals or presented at educational meetings, but any information 
that could identify your child will be kept strictly confidential. Participants in the study will 
be given pseudonyms, and the identity of the school itself will remain confidential.
Does my son or daughter have to participate?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to allow your child, as 
well as his or her assent to participate will not negatively affect you or your child. Your 
child will be asked to indicate individual assent to be involved immediately prior to 
participation, and will be free to withdraw from participation at any time without penalty or 
prejudice.
Who do I call with questions?
Any questions about the study should be addressed to:
William Stepien Dr. Rhonda Robinson
SCHOOL NAME Dept, of Educational Technology, Research, and
SCHOOL ADDRESS Assessment
SCHOOL PHONE Northern Illinois University
SCHOOL EMAIL DeKalb, IL 60115
(815) 753-9323 
rrobinson@niu.edu
If you wish further information regarding your rights or your child’s rights as a research 
subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois University 
a t (815) 753-8588.
I agree to allow my child to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have 
received a copy of this consent form.
Signature of Parent/Guardian Date
I consent for my child to be digitally recorded during interviews.
Signature of Parent/Guardian Date
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PARTICIPANT ASSENT INFORMATION
The purpose of this study is to understand your beliefs about knowledge and 
learning, especially about U.S. History, and how your school and community 
influence the development of these beliefs. These beliefs, also known as 
epistemological beliefs, have been shown by research to be related to multicultural 
awareness and tolerance for diversity, critical thinking skills, information literacy 
skills, and success in college.
The study is set up so we will meet during your lunch hour five times this school 
year, although you may choose to spend more time during one of the meetings. 
During one meeting, you will complete an epistemological survey (called the 
Measure of Epistemological Reflection), in another, complete a historical flash card 
activity, and I will interview you during three meetings.
I want you to be absolutely clear that your participation in this study is purely 
voluntary, and that you can refuse to participate in any session, or discontinue your 
participation at any point during the study without penalty or loss of benefits.
I agree to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have received a 
copy o f  this assent form.
NAME DATE
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From Baxter Magolda (1992) Knowing and Reasoning in College, p. 30.
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Measure of Epistemological Reflection
INSTRUCTIONS: The questionnaire that follows has to do with your perspective 
on learning in high school. Each of the questions on the following pages asks for 
your opinion or choice on a given subject and the REASONS why you have that 
particular perspective or opinion. We are interested in understanding your 
perspective or opinion. We are interested in understanding your perspective as fully 
as possible. Please give as much detail as you can to describe how you feel about 
each question. Feel free to use as much space as you need.
Please Complete the Following:
Name:
Age: __________








© Baxter Magolda and Porterfield 1982, 1985 Code # ________________
(for office use only)
Adapted 9/27/2005 with permission from Marcia Baxter Magolda.
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Page 2
Think about the last time you had to make a major decision about your education in 
which you had a number of alternatives (which class to take, which level to take, 
etc.). What was the nature of the decision?
What alternatives were available to you?
How did you feel about those alternatives?
How did you go about choosing from the alternatives?
What things were the most important considerations in your choice? Please give 
details.
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Page 3
Do you learn best in classes that focus on factual information or classes that focus on 
ideas and concepts?
Why do you learn best in the type of class you chose above?
What do you see as the advantages of the choice you made above?
What do you see as the disadvantages of the choice you made above?
If you could give advice to anyone on how best to succeed in high school course 
work, what kind of advice would you give them? Talk about what you believe is the 
key to doing well in high school courses.
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Page 4
During the course of your studies, you have probably had instructors with different 
teaching methods. As you think back to instructors you have had, describe the 
method of instruction that had the most beneficial effect on you.
What made that teaching method beneficial? Please be specific and use examples.
Were there aspects of that teaching method that were not beneficial? If so, please 
talk about some of the aspects and why they were not beneficial.
What are the most important things you learned from the instructor’s method of 
teaching?
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Do you prefer classes in which the students do a lot of talking or where students 
don’t talk very much?
Why do you prefer the degree of student involvement/participation that you chose 
above?
What do you see as the advantages of your preference above?
What do you see as the disadvantages of your preference?
What type of interactions would you like to see among members of a class in order 
to enhance your own learning?
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Page 6
Some people think that hard work and effort will result in high grades in school. 
Others think that hard work and effort are not a basis for high grades. Which of 
these statements is most like your own opinion?
Ideally, what do you think should be used as a basis of evaluating your work in high 
school courses?
Who should be involved in the evaluation you described above?
Please explain why you think the response you suggested above is the best way to 
evaluate students’ work in high school courses.
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Page 7
Sometimes different instructors give different explanations for historical events or 
scientific phenomena. When two instructors explain the same thing differently, can 
one be more correct than the other?
When two explanations are given for the same situation, how would you go about 
deciding which explanation to believe? Please give details and examples.
Can one ever be sure of which explanation to believe? If so, how?
If one can’t be sure of which explanation to believe, why not?
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INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR EPISTEMOLOGICAL INTERVIEW
1. Just to get things started, I was hoping that you could tell me a little bit about 
your favorite classes you have taken in high school. What have been your 
favorites? Why?
2. Now, I am interested in some of your least favorite classes. What have been 
your least favorite? Why?
When students start to discuss these topics, ask them MER-related questions. This 
should help clarify/expand on MER responses. Be sure to ask them in the context o f  
their own responses.
3. Educational Decision-Making
• What was the last time you had to make a decision about your education?
• How did you go about making it?
• What alternatives were available?
• How did you go about choosing?
• What considerations were important?
4. Factual Information/Ideas and Concepts
• Do you prefer classes that focus on factual information or ideas and 
concepts?
• Why do you learn best in that environment?
• Advantages/Disadvantages?
• What advice would you give someone about how to be successful in high 
school?
5. Teaching Methods
• What teaching methods have been most helpful for you?
• Why were they helpful?
• Advantages/Disadvantages?
• What did you learn from these methods?
6. Role of Peers
• Do you prefer classrooms where students do a lot of talking or ones 
where they do not do a lot of talking?
• Why do you prefer that environment?
• Advantages/Disadvantages?
• What type of interactions are most beneficial for your learning?
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7. Role of Evaluation
• Some people think that hard work and effort will result in high grades in 
school. Others think that hard work and effort are not a basis for high 
grades. Which of these statements is most like your own opinion?
• Ideally, what do you think should be used as a basis of evaluating your 
work in high school courses?
• Who should be involved in the evaluation you described above?
• Please explain why you think the response you suggested above is the 
best way to evaluate students’ work in high school courses.
8. Nature of Knowledge
• Sometimes different instructors give different explanations for historical 
events or scientific phenomena. When two instructors explain the same 
thing differently, can one be more correct than the other?
• If this happened, how would you go about deciding which explanation to 
believe?
• Can one ever be sure of which explanation to believe? If so, how?
• If one can’t be sure of which explanation to believe, why not?
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[Picture of de Soto and 
Spanish soldiers fighting 
Native Americans]
Hernando de Soto, a Spanish explorer, met a number 
of Indian tribes during the first European expedition 
to the reach the Mississippi River. Explorers came 
to the Americas in search of land and resources. The 
Native Americans were forced to give up their lands 
and their ways of life.
[Picture of Pilgrims serving 
food to seated Native 
Americans]
The first Thanksgiving in New England was 
celebrated in Plymouth less than a year after the 
Plymouth colonists had settled in America in 1620. 
In the early fall of 1621, Governor William Bradford 
arranged a harvest festival to give thanks to God for 
the progress the colony had made.
[Picture of delegates at the 
Continental Congress]
The American Revolution (1775-1783) was fought 
between Great Britain and its thirteen colonies that 
lay along the Atlantic Ocean in North America. On 
July 4,1776, the Continental Congress adopted the 
Declaration of Independence, in which the colonies 
declared their freedom from British rule. On 
September 3, 1783, Britain signed the Treaty of Paris 
by which it recognized the independence of the 
United States.
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[Picture of the Bill of Rights 
document]
The Bill of Rights is a document attached to the 
Constitution that describes the fundamental rights of 
the people. They protect a person’s right to “life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” It also forbids 
the government to violate these rights. The Bill 
came into effect on December 15, 1791.
[Portrait of Abraham 
Lincoln]
On January 1, 1863, during the Civil War, President 
Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation 
Proclamation. This historic document was one step 
toward the end of slavery in the United States.
[Photograph of man, 
woman, and two children in 
front of a sod house]
Western frontier life represented the dreams of 
homesteaders, who crossed the plains to Oregon or 
California in wagons. Their back-breaking labor 
turned the barren plains into fields of grain. The 
western farmer’s land has been called the sod-house 
frontier, because so many settlers built homes o f  dirt 
and sod.
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[Photograph of Edison in a 
workshop]
Thomas Edison’s greatest invention was the electric 
light bulb. Many other people had been working on 
the idea for years. Edison wanted lights that were 
small enough to be used in homes and offices. On 
October 19, 1879, after many failures, Edison finally 
succeeded in making a light bulb that used sewing 
thread as a filament.
[Photograph of classroom 
and students, circa 1900]
The demand for public education increased in the 
United States during the early 1800s. People saw that 
a nation’s economic and social well-being depended 
on educated citizens. After 1850, states began to pass 
compulsory school attendance laws. These laws 
required children to attend school until they 
completed a certain grade or reached a certain age.
[Photograph of immigrants 
on dock with city skyline in 
background]
Immigration is the act of coming to a foreign country 
to live. Millions of European immigrants streamed 
into the United States during the 1800s and early 
1900s. Ellis Island, in New York Harbor, was the 
main reception center for immigrants from 1892 to 
1924.
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[Photograph of first flight]
On December 17,1903, Wilbur and Orville Wright 
invented and built the first successful airplane. Here, 
Wilbur looks on as his brother flies their plane for the 
first time. That first flight lasted twelve important 
seconds.
[Photograph of women 
casting ballots, circa 1920s]
The issue of suffrage (the right to vote) became 
increasingly important to women during the 1800s. 
In 1920, the United States adopted the nineteenth 
Amendment to the Constitution granting American 
women the right to vote.
[Photograph of a row of 
parked cars on a city street, 
circa 1920s]
The development of the car gave people freedom of 
movement, which led to rapid changes in American 
society. Automotive production provided jobs for 
millions of workers and the widespread use of cars 
became vital to our economy.
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[Photograph of men 
standing in a bread line]
Depression is a long, serious slump in business 
activity. Buying and selling drop, causing a decline 
in production, prices, income, and employment. 
Money becomes scarce. The worst depression in 
history was the Great Depression, which struck the 
world in 1929 and continued through the 1930s.
[Photograph of destroyed 
ships enveloped in smoke]
World War II (1939-1945) brought about the 
downfall of Western Europe as the center of world 
power and led to the rise of the Soviet Union. The 
development of the atomic bomb during the war 
opened the nuclear age. The United States entered 
the war on December 7, 1941, when the Japanese 
attacked American military bases at Pearl Harbor in 
Hawaii.
[Photograph of Salk and a 
nurse administering a shot]
Polio was one of the most feared diseases until Jonas 
Salk developed an effective vaccine against it in 
1953. In the past, polio epidemics were common and 
many of its victims were left paralyzed for life. 
Today, Salk’s vaccine has eliminated this serious 
infection in nearly all the developed countries in the 
world.
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[Photograph of Martin 
Luther King giving a 
speech]
The Civil Rights movement began after World War 
II. African Americans had served with honor in the 
war yet were still discriminated against and treated 
unfairly. Martin Luther King, Jr., was the recognized 
leader of the movement. He urged African 
Americans to use peaceful means, such as marches 
and demonstrations, to achieve their rights and goals
[Photograph of Elvis Presley 
on stage]
The rock ‘n’ roll explosion began with Elvis Presley 
in the 1950s. Rock ‘n’ roll had its roots in many 
forms of previous music, such as rhythm and blues 
and country. By the 1960s Elvis had paved the way 
for groups like the Beatles, who were one of the most 
popular rock groups of all time.
[Photograph of soldiers 
watching a helicopter land]
The Vietnam War (1957-1975) was the longest war in 
which the United States took part. Americans 
disagreed about U. S. involvement there and this 
became one of the most debated issues in our nation’s 
history. North Vietnam and South Vietnam rebels 
fought to take over South Vietnam. The United 
States and the South Vietnamese army tried to stop 
them but failed.
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[Photograph of people 
working on computers]
The advent of the computer marked a technological 
revolution, as the machines simplified many difficult 
and time-consuming tasks. Computers provide an 
efficient way to manage large amounts of information 
and are a means of communication and information 
exchange. Computers can quickly and accurately 
solve numerical problems, store and retrieve 
information, and create and display documents and 
pictures.
[Photograph of O.J. 
Simpson and Nicole Brown 
Simpson]
Did he or didn’t he? Millions of people watch their 
television sets and wonder where the truth might lie. 
Did 0 . J. Simpson kill Nicole Brown Simpson and 
Ronald Goldman? It is the media event of 1994- 
1995.
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INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR HISTORICAL FLASH CARD ACTIVITY
1. For this activity, I have asked you to select eight events from these flash 
cards that you would include on a timeline of United States history. Before 
we talk about specifics, I would like you to tell me in general how you went 
through and decided which were the most significant. How did you go about 
deciding?
2. Now, I would like to you to go through and explain why you included each of 
your selections.
3. Are there other ones on here that someone might have chosen?
4. Are there cards that you can’t imagine anyone picking?
5. If you were someone of a different race or ethnicity, would you have made 
different choices? Which ones might be different?
6. Let’s say you were much younger than you are now -  maybe in 5th grade 
social studies. Might you make different choices? Which ones might be 
different?
7. Let’s say you were much older than you are now -  maybe your parents’ or 
grandparents’ ages -  would you make different choices? Which ones might 
be different?
8. Looking back at the history you have learned in school, what things have 
been the most important?
9. How about the least important?
10. How much history have you learned outside of school? What has been the 
most important history you have learned outside of school?
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR POSITIONALITY INTERVIEW
1. Have you ever heard of the term “positionality?”
I f  not, read them the following:
The term positionality is one that is used by some social scientists to suggest that 
people occupy different “positions ” in society, determined by their race or 
ethnicity, gender, age, social class, sexual orientation, where they live, religious 
affiliation, etc. It also suggests that your “positions” can give you certain 
advantages or disadvantages relative to other people. People also suggest that 
your positionality probably influences how you understand the world around 
you. Does this make sense to you?
2. Today, I would like to ask you some questions about your positionality and 
how you see it influencing your perspective on things. To start off, how 
would you describe your race or ethnicity?
3. How do you see your race or ethnicity influencing your perspective on 
things?
4. To what extent to you think your race or ethnicity influences your 
understanding of history?
5. How would you identify your gender?
6. How do you see your gender influencing your perspective on things?
7. To what extent to you think your gender influences your understanding of 
history?
8. How old are you?
9. How do you see your age influencing your perspective on things?
10. To what extent to you think your age influences your understanding of 
history?
11. You live in a community that would be considered upper-middle class. How 
do you see your social class influencing your perspective on things?
12. To what extent to you think your social class influences your understanding 
of history?
13. How would you describe your religious affiliation?
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14. How do you see your religious affiliation influencing your perspective on 
things?
15. To what extent to you think your religious affiliation influences your 
understanding of history?
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INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR LIFE HISTORY INTERVIEW
1. During our meetings, we have spent a lot of time talking about your ideas 
about school and history. Today, I would really like you to take some time to 
talk about yourself. To start, I was hoping that you would spend five or ten 
minutes just talking about your life history. Tell me a little bit about the story 
of your life.
2. If you had to choose a couple of situations or events that shaped you into the 
person that you are now, what would they be?
From their life history and descriptions o f  significant events, determine a 
situation where they had to weigh competing knowledge claims. I f  they do not 
really provide one, ask the following: Have there been any situations in your life 
when you heard conflicting claims about something, and you had to figure out 
which claim was more believable? Explain it to me.
3. Hearing you talk about this situation, it sounds like you had to decide which 
claim was more believable. How did you go about deciding which to 
believe?
4. Now that we are on the topic of your own life, I wanted to go back and talk 
about history one more time. Think back over the national and international 
events that you remember from your lifetime. Which one do you think will 
turn out to be the most historically significant?
5. Why do you think it will be historically significant?
6. What competing perspectives or claims about this event have you noticed?
7. Do you think that one of these competing claims can be more true? How 
have you gone about deciding?
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INDIVIDUAL STUDENTS CHOICES ON THE HISTORICAL FLASH CARD
ACTIVITY
Student 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 T
Event
De Soto X X X 3
First Thanksgiving 0
American Revolution X X X X X X X X X X X 11
Bill o f Rights X X X X X X X X X X X 11
Public Education X X X X X 5
Western Frontier X 1
Emancipation Proclamation X X X X 4
Light Bulb X X X X 4
First Airplane X X 2
Immigration X X X 3
Women’s Suffrage X X X X X X X 7
Great Depression X X X X X X X 7
Automobile X X X X 4
World War II X X X X X X X X 8
Polio Vaccine X X 2
Rock-n-Roll 0
Vietnam War X X X X X X 6
Civil Rights movement X X X X X X X X X X X 11
Computer X X X X 4
O.J. Simpson Trial X 1
Student # 1 Griffin 4 Samuel 7 Amanda 10
2 Gavin 5 Justin 8 Jessica 11
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